Contesting the Centennial: politics and culture at the 1876 world's fair by Kinslow, Krista
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2019
Contesting the Centennial: politics
and culture at the 1876 world's fair
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/39548
Boston University
 BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
CONTESTING THE CENTENNIAL: POLITICS 
AND CULTURE AT THE 1876 WORLD’S FAIR 
 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
 
KRISTA KINSLOW 
 
B.A., University of Indianapolis, 2011 
M.A., Boston University, 2014 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
2019 
  
				
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2019 
KRISTA KINSLOW 
All rights reserved 
				
Approved by 
 
First Reader _________________________________________________________ 
 Nina Silber, Ph.D. 
 Professor of History 
 
Second Reader _________________________________________________________ 
 Jon H. Roberts, Ph.D. 
 Professor of History 
		 iv 		
 
To my parents, 
 
 who have always given me love and encouragement  
		 v 		
Acknowledgements 
I was encouraged to add a history major to my marketing degree years ago and 
the decision to do so changed my life in many ways. My time in graduate school at 
Boston University has been a rewarding and exciting experience. I am grateful for the 
support and encouragement so many different people provided along the way. I would 
like to thank my committee members—Nina Silber, Jon Roberts, Sarah Phillips, Louis 
Ferleger, and Andrew Robichaud. Their comments, critiques, and suggestions have made 
this dissertation better and will be helpful in turning it into a book. Their debates about 
Reconstruction during the defense, in particular, helped me to define my own 
understanding of the relationship between the Centennial and that period in American 
history.  
Nina Silber is an ideal advisor and was an incredible resource throughout my 
graduate school career. Her own groundbreaking work as a historian helped inspire me 
and I continue to rely on her advice. Professor Silber’s extensive feedback after each 
draft of my dissertation came at a remarkable pace and pushed me to rethink and rewrite 
in productive ways. I could not have asked for a better mentor. My second reader, Jon 
Roberts, provided a thorough reading of my very early attempts to explain the Centennial 
as well as my final drafts. He is also a truly kind man and it was a privilege to work with 
him.  
I have presented on the Centennial at twenty conferences in past six years. The 
many commentators and fellow presenters who read my work and offered their feedback 
showed me just how invaluable such meetings are for scholars. Not only did they provide 
		vi 		
their intellectual insights, but they also gave me much-needed support and 
encouragement and have sometimes become good friends. In particular, I would like to 
thank Nicole Etcheson, Mark Summers, William Blair, Stephen Towne, Anne Marshall, 
Doug Gardner, Holly Kent, Brent Morris, Vernon Burton, Bonnie Laughlin-Schultz, 
Anita Morgan, Glenn Crothers, and Laura Free.  
The department administrators, especially Cady Steinberg, were extremely 
supportive. I have not lived in Boston for several years and I relied heavily on them. They 
have always been accommodating and helpful in chasing down signatures, finding me the 
right forms, and helping me jump through bureaucratic hoops. The History Department 
provided me with conference funds which made it possible to present my work at many 
professional meetings where I received insightful comments that pushed me to think 
about my work in new ways. The department and the graduate student association also 
awarded me several research grants which have always been very much appreciated. 
Without archivists and librarians, historians would be adrift. The librarians at Boston 
University were an especially valuable resource, and the databases that they have pointed 
me towards were invaluable. I have worked with many archivists over the years—I was 
always amazed at how friendly and helpful they were, even as I continued to drop call 
slips off at their desks. Thanks to the many archivists at the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania, the Library Company, the Indiana State Library, the University of 
Michigan, the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Tennessee State Library, and the 
Library of Congress.  
		vii 		
I have been blessed with wonderful friends and family. My sister, Amanda, went 
to Boston with me to help me find my first apartment. My best friend, Kati, has always 
been happy to listen and commiserate throughout this long process. She proved she is a 
true friend by helping me move several times, too! My stepson decided to challenge 
himself with creating a virtual model of the Titanic that he would complete before I 
finished my dissertation. But by the time that had happened, his interests had shifted from 
ships to airplanes. So, I technically won. Sorry, Carson!  
My husband has shared the Centennial with me for years now and I have been 
privileged to present at numerous conferences with him as our work has often 
overlapped. He has been and always will be my editor, friend, confidante, and soulmate. I 
love him more than words can express.  
My parents, Mike and Gina Kinslow, have supported me and encouraged me 
throughout my life. Even though they never wanted to see me go, they always took me 
back to Boston at the end of each summer. Those trips have left me with wonderful 
memories. My appreciation for all that they have done and for their unfailing love and 
support cannot be adequately expressed. Instead, I offer a token of my thanks by 
dedicating this dissertation to them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
		viii 		
CONTESTING THE CENTENNIAL: POLITICS  
AND CULTURE AT THE 1876 WORLD’S FAIR 
KRISTA KINSLOW 
Boston University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 2019 
Major Professor: Nina Silber, Professor of History 
 
ABSTRACT 
 The 1876 International Exhibition in Philadelphia celebrating the Centennial was 
America’s first world’s fair. Planners hoped the event would broadcast a message of 
national greatness, seen in the country’s industrial and agricultural progress, as well as in 
its political developments since the American Revolution.  Yet, while organizers hoped to 
demonstrate national strength by showing the erasure of sectional divisions after the Civil 
War, those tensions remained fully on display at the 1876 fair.  Funding for the 
Exhibition was mired in disputes over nationalism, sectionalism, and Civil War memory. 
And while planners were particularly anxious to have Southern states actively participate 
in the commemoration, most states of the former Confederacy eschewed any formal 
relationship with the fair, particularly because of opposition to the federal government’s 
reconstruction policies.  
National fissures could also be seen in tensions surrounding race and gender.  
African Americans faced discrimination at the fair but also resisted efforts to shut them 
out of the Centennial. Their ability to create a space for themselves revealed the fluid 
nature of Reconstruction, and race relations more generally, at this moment. Women’s 
		 ix 		
participation also showcased differences about gender roles.  Some women worked 
within the confines of accepted roles by participating in fundraising activities and 
contributing exhibits, while others took the opportunity to continue the post-Civil War 
discussion about women’s rights, including suffrage. The different ways in which women 
responded gave evidence to an ongoing struggle to redefine the meanings of citizenship 
and belonging in the nation.  
Held between May 10 and November 10 in 1876, the six-month-long fair was 
often a chaotic experience for visitors who found themselves overwhelmed but also 
entertained even when they failed to understand the organization that planners 
envisioned. This first comprehensive historical study of the Centennial brings together 
culture and politics and interprets the fair in the complex context of American society in 
the 1870s.   
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Introduction 
 In 1876, the United States celebrated its one-hundredth anniversary of 
independence with the nation’s first world’s fair, the International Exhibition in 
Philadelphia. This celebration came during a period of economic, social, cultural, and 
political unrest, as it coincided with Reconstruction, the Gilded Age, and the Panic of 
1873. The planners of the fair hoped that by looking back to the American Revolution, 
the Centennial would promote the nation and reunite a country that was still divided by 
the Civil War. Such hopes that this celebration would erase the tensions of the War of the 
Rebellion were unfulfilled, however, as planners could not escape from that recent past. 
Far from being a unifying event, the Centennial meant different things to different 
people, and Americans contested the meaning of the exhibition. The fair underscored 
sectional, cultural, and political differences in the country. From almost the beginning, 
debates about the fair became wrapped up in Civil War memory and Reconstruction 
politics, but also in the currents of a society experiencing the transformation wrought by 
industrialization and social change.   
 The Centennial brought to light questions raised by Reconstruction that went 
beyond sectionalism—what was the nation, who belonged in it, and how should 
Americans represent their country? Debates about federal funding revealed that some 
politicians still viewed the country as a collection of autonomous states, while others saw 
it as something much greater—a nation, something that deserved to be celebrated. White 
Southerners held a very different view of that nation, as they believed it was the Yankee 
government that had defeated and oppressed them. African Americans, in contrast, saw 
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the nation as finally living up to its promises enshrined in the Declaration of 
Independence. The different ways that women understood the Centennial also show how 
ideas of citizenship and belonging had changed. Some women did not want to participate 
in the Centennial, because they were unable to vote. Others saw participation as proving 
their place in the nation. In all these cases, supporters or opponents of the Centennial 
Exhibition related their arguments to the nation and pointed to ways in which the specific 
concerns of the postwar Reconstruction era would play out in what some scholars refer to 
as a “greater Reconstruction.”  
 This is the first full-length study of the 1876 International Exhibition. Some 
historians have examined the Centennial Exhibition, seeing it as a place of racial 
exclusion and imperialism. Other scholars have looked at the art and architecture of the 
fair. And still others have written about the role of gender at the exhibition. But none 
have brought together the many disparate elements of the 1876 Fair and grounded it in 
the context of Reconstruction. This study brings these disparate studies together, arguing 
that, from the beginning, the Centennial was mired in controversy and contestation that 
was rooted in the context of its time.  
 Visitor accounts and lengthy histories of the Centennial that were published soon 
after the fair closed offered early interpretations of the event. In particular, James D. 
McCabe’s History of the International Exhibition, J.S. Ingram’s The Centennial 
Exhibition Described and illustrated, and P.T. Sandhurst’s The Great Centennial 
Exhibition Illustrated all described in sometimes exhausting detail the sights and wonders 
of the Centennial. Seeing the event through the lens of the Gilded Age, these nationalist 
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writers argued that the fair was a vastly successful enterprise. Far from being a site of 
conflict, the International Exhibition of 1876 was a scene of unity and celebration. 
Sandhurst commented that the fair brought forth “feelings of amity and benevolence.” It 
was an “unceasing source of delight” to the visitors that came and was marked by 
“months of peaceful and rational enjoyment, undisturbed by any painful accident or 
jarring feelings.” In Ingram’s tome, the Centennial showcased the “fruits of prosperity 
and peace…due in no small measure to the high civilization which our glorious 
institutions secure.” And to McCabe, the Exhibition was “the work of the people of the 
United States, conceived by them, carried forward to its close by them, and made by them 
the grandest success of the century.” These writers had been participants in the event and 
saw it through the lens of their own experience as well as their own agendas, biases, and 
perspectives.1     
The Progressive historian Paul H. Buck viewed the Centennial as aiding the 
inevitable reunion between the North and South.  Buck stressed the “emotional yearning 
for peace” that manifested itself during the anniversary of independence. Even though he 
conceded that white Southerners largely did not participate, he argued that their absence 
had more to do with economic rather than political or emotional reasons. Such material 
interpretations marked the Progressive school of historical analysis, but so too did 
nationalism. Reunion was a laudable goal, and, in Buck’s estimation, one that could only 																																																								
1 J.S. Ingram, The Centennial Exhibition, Described and Illustrated, Being a Concise and Graphic 
Description of This Grand Enterprise, Commemorative of the First Centennary of American Independence 
(Philadelphia: Hubbard Bros., 1876), 5; P.T. Sandhurst, The Great Centennial Exhibition Critically 
Described and Illustrated (Philadelphia: P.W. Ziegler & Co., 1876), 5; James D. McCabe, The Illustrated 
History of the Centennial Exhibition, Held in Commemoration of the One Hundredth Anniversary of 
American Independence (Philadelphia: National Publishing Company, 1876), 4. 
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be accomplished when the North recognized that the South needed to be left alone to deal 
with its “race problem” as Southerners saw fit.2   
 Post-World War II dissertations reflected the way the growing field of American 
Studies inspired research on American life and culture. Dorothy Ditter Gondos and 
Christine Donaldson wrote dissertations on how the Centennial reflected and contributed 
to the growth of a distinct American culture. Donaldson focused more narrowly on the 
Centennial Exhibition itself, especially the artwork. She suggested it “helped declare an 
end to provincialism and a beginning of modern American competition with other nations 
on an equal basis,” while Gondos covered a broader range of topics including religion 
and women’s experiences. Both writers emphasized the role the Centennial played in 
reuniting the nation and did not discuss the controversy surrounding the idea of reunion.3  
 A new interest developed in the Centennial as the nation drew closer to the 
bicentennial. Beginning in the late 1960s, three scholars published long studies that, as 
the first full historical studies of the Centennial year, were significant contributions. Dee 
																																																								
2 Paul H. Buck, The Road to Reunion, 1865-1900 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1938), 139, 
308-09. 
 
3 Dorothy Ditter Gondos, “The Cultural Climate of the Centennial City: Philadelphia, 1875-1876.” 
(PhD diss., University of Philadelphia, 1947), 265; Christine Hunter Donaldson, “The Centennial of 1876: 
The Exposition and Culture for America.” (PhD diss., Yale University, 1948). These scholars were trying 
to establish that the Centennial was an important and distinct cultural moment and argued against an 
existing belief that the Centennial contributed little to American culture. This view was given by a critic 
from the 1930s, Lewis Mumford, who believed that the Centennial highlighted what was wrong with 
Victorian America. He suggested that: “it is hard to conceive anything lower than the architecture of the 
Centennial Exposition.” There was very little of “native art” that was “stimulating” at the Centennial, 
Lewis Mumford, The Brown Decades: A Study of the Arts in America: 1865-1895 (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and Company, 1931), 36, 33.   To one scholar, Mumford’s dismissal of the Centennial explains why 
the 1876 Fair has been generally overlooked by scholars ever since, John Henry Hepp: The Middle-Class 
City, Transforming Space and Time in Philadelphia, 1876-1926 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2003), 224 n.6. 
		 5 		
Brown, William Peirce Randel, and John D. Bergamini all surveyed the events in 1876, 
attempting to place the fair in the context of its time.  None of these three books focused 
solely on the Philadelphia fair but instead reviewed the major events of the day, from 
Dwight Moody’s revivals to the Battle at the Little Bighorn to the scandals of the 
administration of President Ulysses S. Grant, and a myriad of other factors. All three 
works were highly descriptive narratives rather than analytical studies. The books tended 
to lack scholarly rigor—the footnotes were very sparse—perhaps because the authors 
hoped to capitalize on the coming bicentennial and sell books that a more general 
audience would read. However, a few themes emerged: 1876 was a year that held much 
promise, but failed to live up to Americans’ expectations, especially because of political 
corruption. Nevertheless, most Americans remained optimistic about the future, 
especially because of scientific and industrial developments. But even as detailed as these 
authors were, they underemphasized the importance of Reconstruction. Their works 
highlighted nationalism, technological innovation, and economic prosperity (and 
disparity), but problems of race and Reconstruction played only a small part in their 
stories. While labor and racial unrest were mentioned, they were not the key themes that 
other historians with different political perspectives might have taken.4 
																																																								
4 Dee Brown, The Year of the Century: 1876 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966); William 
Peirce Randel, Centennial: American Life in 1876 (New York: Chilton Books, 1969); John D. Bergamini, 
The Hundredth Year: The United States in 1876 (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1976). Also see, Lally 
Weymouth, America in 1876: The Way We Were (New York: Vintage House, 1976). The Smithsonian had 
a large display at the bicentennial entitled “1876” and published a book on the Centennial. While mainly a 
catalog of the exhibits, there were some editorial comments. To the editor, Robert Post, “the mood of the 
era” was one that “felt no ambivalence regarding the machine, nor qualms about an infinite multiplication 
of machine-made products, nor doubts that bigger was better. Robert C. Post, ed., 1876: A Centennial 
Exhibition (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1976), 25. 
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John Maass also wrote on the Centennial during the era of the bicentennial, taking 
up the task of interpreting the Philadelphia Exhibition, particularly the fair’s chief 
architect. Maass’s Glorious Enterprise, part biography and part tour of the fairgrounds, 
was another popular treatment of the fair. He argued that “The exhibition provided 
America with a splendid self-image of the nation. It reflected a confidence or illusion 
which is, of course, missing as the United States approach [sic] the Bicentennial of 
1976.” Perhaps wistful for a time of at least perceived unity or too taken with the 
nationalist view of his own liberal consensus perspective, Maass missed the very real 
conflict that was as much a part of the United States then as it was in 1976.5 
 Historians began to focus on the role of race at the Exhibition in the 1970s during 
the scholarly shift influenced by the civil rights movement of the mid-twentieth century. 
First, John Hicks’s 1972 dissertation on the Centennial suggested that “while the 
Exhibition helped promote reconciliation between North and South, most Americans did 
not foresee what this policy. . .meant for blacks. Political reconciliation with the South. . 
.meant political, social, and economic subjection of blacks. Inadvertently the Centennial 
helped prepare the way.” While he hardly discussed race at the fair in the body of his 
dissertation, that argument foreshadowed an approach that later scholars would take, 
finding connections between the Centennial, the end of Reconstruction, and the advent of 
Jim Crow.6 																																																								
 
5 John Maass, The Glorious Enterprise: The Centennial Exhibition of 1876 and H.J. Schwarzmann, 
Architect-in-Chief (Watkins Glen, New York: American Life Foundation, 1973), 100 
 
6 John Hicks “The United States Centennial Exhibition of 1876” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 
1972), 4. 
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Then, in 1978, labor historian Philip S. Foner published his landmark article, 
“Black Participation in the Centennial.” In a piece that became a foundational study for 
the academic historical literature on the Philadelphia Exhibition, Foner argued that blacks 
eagerly wanted to participate in the fair—to contribute to the anniversary of the 
Declaration of Independence. But, he contended, in all instances, they were shut out. 
White racism made blacks unwelcome at the fair. According to Foner, the lack of 
representation in artwork, employment, and public speeches all indicated that the 
Centennial was an event open to whites only. African Americans were, in a word, 
“invisible,” at the Fair. Ironically for a scholar writing in the years just after the rise of 
the Black Power movement, Foner neglected African American agency, seeing racial 
oppression at every turn, and casting blacks as victims of racism who were closed out of 
the nation’s one hundredth birthday.7 
 Later writers drew heavily on Foner’s article and built on his argument for racist 
exclusion. With his 1984 book on the international exhibitions held in the years between 
the Centennial and World War I, Robert Rydell became the foremost historian of world’s 
fairs held in the United States. Seeing the events as an extension of American nationalism 
and imperialism, he grounded his interpretation in the context of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. For the most part, Rydell accepted Foner’s contentions about 
racism, stressing that ideas of race and imperialism were endemic to fairs the United 
																																																								
 
7 Philip S. Foner, “Black Participation in the Centennial of 1876,” Phylon 39, no. 4 (1978): 295. For a 
recent work that takes Foner uncritically, see Mia Bay, To Tell the Truth Freely: The Life of Ida B. Wells 
(New York: Macmillian, 2010), chapter 4. 
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States hosted from 1876 to 1914. The exhibitions “confirm[ed] and extend[ed] the 
authority of the country’s corporate, political, and scientific leadership.” These 
exhibitions existed to “make the social world comprehensible,” and the directors of these 
fairs intended to “organize the direction of society from a particular class perspective.” 
They were, in short, “triumphs of hegemony.”8  
Like Foner, Rydell largely ignored the issue of agency and emphasized 
oppression. In this view, African Americans seemingly had no other option than to be 
discriminated against by a white majority. However, many historians of black life before 
and after the Civil War have stressed the way African Americans made choices and often 
fought back against racism even within the limitations society forced upon them. Even 
though the notion of agency widely influenced many scholars of the nineteenth-century 
South, writers have not applied it to the Centennial. There was both racism and resistance 
at the fair.9  
																																																								
8 Robert Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 
1876-1916 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 2. Scholars have recently begun to dispute 
Rydell’s argument, stressing agency of visitors and participants. James Burkhart Gilbert argued in his study 
on the 1904 St. Louis Fair that visitors interpreted exhibits in different ways and had much more agency 
than Rydell allowed. Gilbert drew upon both history and memory of the fair to make his argument that fair 
officials did not control the visitors. Gilbert’s argument suggested that studying other fairs in the same way 
could prove to further dispel Rydell, James Burkhart Gilbert, Whose Fair?: Experience, Memory, And the 
History of the Great St. Louis Exposition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); Rosemarie, K. 
Bank likewise emphasizes agency in her study on Native American performances at the 1893 Chicago fair, 
Rosemarie, K. Bank “Representing History: Performing the Columbian Exposition” Theatre Journal 54, 
Number 4, December 2002: 591-92. Nathan Cardon also took issue with scholars like Wilson and Rydell in 
his study of the 1895 Atlanta Fair and the 1897 Nashville exposition, suggesting that how participants, 
especially African Americans, acted was often at odds with what planners wanted, A Dream of the Future: 
Race, Empire and Modernity at the Atlanta and Nashville World’s Fairs (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2018).  
9 Stephen Hahn shows the ways in which African Americans made themselves “political actors in a 
society that tried to refuse them that part,” Stephen Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black Political 
Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2003), 1. For a literature review on this topic, see John D. Rodrigue, “Black Agency after Slavery,” in 
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One example of the way that this racial view blinded scholarship is worthy of 
mention in this introduction. In his ground-breaking article, Foner argued that black 
women were discriminated against by white members of the Women’s Centennial 
Committee. However, what was more remarkable was how black women took to the 
press to publicize this treatment and resist racism. The Women’s Committee 
subsequently had to apologize publicly to the African American members and back down 
from their original plans of fundraising based on race. By returning agency to the men 
and women who experienced racial discrimination, we can see that these individuals were 
not helpless victims.  Instead, they joined other Americans in contesting the meaning of 
the Centennial, and took to the press, to the courts, and to the public spaces in the park to 
fight back against racism. 10 
One problem with the racial interpretation of the Centennial was that scholars like 
Foner and Rydell saw 1876 through the lens of Jim Crow. They too quickly connected 
the Philadelphia Exhibition to segregation and the white supremacy legitimized by Plessy 
v. Ferguson in 1896. But doing so neglects the point made by C. Vann Woodward in his 
classic study, The Origins of the New South, which held that the period between the end 
of Reconstruction and the final legal establishment of Jim Crow was a complex time in 
which different possibilities existed. The South and the nation did not have to choose 
																																																								
Reconstructions: New Perspectives on the Postbellum South, ed. Thomas J. Brown (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 40-65.  	10	Foner, “Black Participation”: 287; For coverage of the women fighting back, see: New National Era, 
May 22, 1873; New National Era, May 29,1873;  New National Era, June 5, 1873.	
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racism and segregation. Of course, they did choose Jim Crow, but reading the past 
through a prism shaped by later realities misses significant differences over time.11  
Moreover, the Centennial took place in the 1870s, when Reconstruction was not 
yet finished. In their haste to find the end of Reconstruction, scholars ignore the 
optimistic hopes of those who still expected a more egalitarian society. Yes, the dream of 
equality was fading by 1876, as white Southern Democrats returned to power in the 
former rebel states and began to roll back the work of Reconstruction. But this was not 
yet a foregone conclusion. Things did not have to turn out that way. In hindsight, scholars 
can point to the election of 1872 or to various electoral results in Southern states or to the 
Panic of 1873 and see the coming doom of Reconstruction. But doing so means 
forgetting the fluidity of racial relations in the politics and culture of the 1870s.  Many 
Americans remained committed, in words and deeds, to an egalitarian mission, even as 
they recognized the growing power of the Democratic Party that upheld white 
supremacy. While some planners may have talked about reconciliation, visitors brought 
their own ideas about the Civil War to the fair (or, like some white Southerners, 
purposefully stayed at home, grumbling about Northern oppression). Some African 
Americans and women used the fair as a political forum to promote their own ideas and 
agenda. 
 While not focusing exclusively on the Centennial itself, more recent scholars 
have examined African American agency in the Reconstruction era and after. Mitch 
																																																								
11 C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1951). 
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Kachun and Kathleen Ann Clark both explored the ways in which African Americans 
celebrated public holidays like the Fourth of July. Clark especially was interested in how 
blacks worked to establish their place in the nation through celebrations of civic holidays. 
Kachun also examined black celebrations of emancipation in the half century after the 
Civil War. Together, these two scholars have also emphasized that black Americans 
increasingly were shunted aside from white events and thus had to create their own 
celebrations remembering emancipation and influential African American leaders. In 
fact, both of these historians examined the Centennial Exhibition and the erection of a 
statue to Richard Allen, the founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. In so 
doing, they showed both the attempts by black Americans to assert their place in the 
nation and the resistance from whites who thought that blacks were not welcome. Both 
authors agreed with scholars such as David Blight in highlighting a specific, segregated 
black memory of the Civil War era.12  
In addition to building upon and extending Foner’s interpretation of racism, 
Robert Rydell’s book began a long trend of poststructuralist analysis of the exhibition 
that drew heavily on the theories of philosophers like Michel Foucault. In this regard, 
																																																								
12 Mitch Kachun, Festivals of Freedom: Memory and Meaning in African American Emancipation 
Celebrations, 1808-1915 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003), 161-163; Kachun discusses 
African American involvement in the erection of a statue to Richard Allen at the fairgrounds in more detail 
in Mitch Kachun, “Before the Eyes of All Nations: African American Identity and Historical Memory at 
the Centennial Exposition of 1876,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 65, no. 3 
(Summer 1998): 300-323; Kathleen Ann Clark, Defining Moments: African American Commemoration & 
Political Culture in the South, 1863-1913 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 119-
126; Clark draws heavily on Foner’s account when she discusses African Americans at the Centennial. 
Like Foner, she argues that black Americans were mostly shut out and faced discrimination at every turn, 
even though they did succeed in erecting the Richard Allen monument. David Blight, Race and Reunion: 
The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2001). 
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Rydell’s work itself served as a cornerstone for Centennial scholarship. In the early 
twenty-first century, Bruno Gilberti, an architectural historian, examined the spatial 
politics of the Centennial, seeing a hierarchy in the categorization and placement of 
exhibits. Gilberti emphasized that the planners were obsessed with order, but his analysis 
misses the context of a chaotic situation in which planning had to bring together a 
bewildering variety of exhibits from around the world. Of course, the planners obsessed 
about order—that was their job—and Gilberti’s critical focus on this aspect of the fair 
revealed more about his own misunderstanding of historical context than the psychology 
of the individuals who planned the Exhibition. More recently, Lisa Volpe, writing in the 
age of the War on Terror and the surveillance state, has looked at the government’s 
construction of identification through the photographic ticket as a way to create order in 
the midst of social and economic disruption. While other scholars have discussed this 
ticket, which featured the person’s name and photograph, as just an illustration, Volpe 
insisted this identification “reflected and enforced” a new type of power relation. Only 
those who worked at the Centennial received one of these tickets, which kept the owners 
from letting others borrow them to gain free admission. Thus, poststructuralism came to 
the Centennial, bringing a perspective that saw power and coercion everywhere and in 
everything.13   
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 Other aspects of the Centennial have also been examined in the decades since 
Foner’s foundational article appeared. Following the growth of women’s history in the 
1980s, scholars began to study the role that women played in shaping the events and 
ideas of the 1876 fair. Victoria Darney’s 1982 dissertation examined the role of women 
in world’s fairs from 1876 to 1904. She suggested that women were serious in promoting 
reunion between the sections and maintained that women all worked together to promote 
the advancement of their sex. In her 1983 article, Mary Francis Cortado argued that 
women’s political rights were not advanced at the fair and that the ideology of separate 
spheres gained new traction as women were sequestered in a separate pavilion. Women 
themselves orchestrated this perpetuation of separate spheres: “In clinging to domestic 
values, Centennial Women strengthened, rather than weakened, woman’s subordination, 
thus preventing organizers from transforming their goals into a full-force attack on 
female inequality.” In this way, Cortado criticized women of the Centennial for their lack 
of feminism.14 
 The cultural sociologist Lyn Spillman in Nation and Commemoration: Creating 
national identities in the United States and Australia examined the Centennial and 
Bicentennial celebrations in America and Australia, looking at how these separate events 
helped create a sense of national identity and how it changed over time. She drew heavily 
on the work of Benedict Anderson, who coined the idea of “imagined communities” to 
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understand the emergence of nationalism and the creation of nations. Spillman suggested 
that nationalism was different in the United States and Australia because there were no 
significant “political mobilizations” that pushed the concept. In fact, the planners of the 
American Centennial “were not on secure ground in trying to express an established 
national tradition,” and they had a “comparatively tenuous basis for their claims about the 
‘nation’s’ century.” However, the exhibition, itself, became an important “cultural 
center” where ideas about a “national identity” were produced. It was an important book 
in affirming the significant link between the Centennial and the promotion of national 
identity, but Spillman’s chronological range and comparative approach diminishes 
attention that should be given to the 1876 Fair.  Still, works like Spillman’s alert us to 
ways Americans contested the meaning of the nation and national belonging during the 
1870s. Centennial organizers, politicians, and Americans, in general, held numerous and 
sometimes conflicting ideas about what the nation was and what it symbolized that often 
revolved around race, sectionalism, and gender. The Centennial was a time when these 
ideas came to the forefront.15 
 Another significant shift in the literature came with the rise of historical memory 
as a subject of interest. David Blight, in Race and Reunion, argued that there were three 
forms of Civil War memory: reconciliationist, white supremacist, and emancipationist. In 
his view, reconciliation came about because of a shared desire in the North and South to 
unify white men across sectional lines.  The country largely forgot the emancipationist 
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memory. Drawing heavily on Blight’s work, the art historian Susanna Gold recently 
argued for the role of the exhibition in promoting reconciliation between the North and 
South. She examined the art displayed at the fair, asserting that it downplayed race and 
slavery and instead focused on the battlefield itself—just like reconciliation did in other 
cultural areas. By forgetting the root causes of the rebellion, Americans could remember 
the Civil War in ways that allowed for a reunion that balanced the bravery of mainly 
white soldiers on both sides of the conflict. Applying Blight’s interpretation to the 
Centennial, Gold argued that the 1876 fair was a full-fledged exercise in reconciliation. 
While planners did not want to bring up the war, the artwork on display often dealt with 
the conflict. However, she asserted that much of the art served to create a collective 
memory of the Civil War that emphasizes reconciliation and downplayed (or completely 
forgot) emancipation. Although her published book backed away from some of her more 
rigid applications of this theory in earlier renditions of her scholarship, Gold’s 
interpretation suffered from several historical flaws. She, like other scholars before her, 
too quickly viewed 1876 through a lens shaped by Jim Crow and the later expansion of 
Civil War memory based on reconciliation. Thus, she ignored the complex fluidity of the 
1870s. For example, she assumed a more favorable white Southern reaction than actually 
existed. While planners might have argued for reconciliation, many Southerners saw the 
Centennial as a Northern event, not a national one. Far from being an exercise in 
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reconciliation, the Philadelphia Exhibition was often seen as a display of Unionist victory 
and Northern triumphalism.16 
 In her 2017 book, Power & Posterity: American Art at Philadelphia’s 1876 
Centennial Exhibition, Kimberly Orcutt interpreted the art displayed throughout 
Memorial Hall and the Art Annex. Unlike Gold, Orcutt did not focus only on the art 
relating to the Civil War. Analyzing a broader sample of the exhibits, she suggested that 
attending the Centennial was a way to “(at least outwardly) agree to relegate the recent 
past to history.” In Memorial Hall, the focus ironically pointed towards the future rather 
than commemoration: Orcutt saw it as a foreshadowing of a time when art would be 
democratized and more easily accessible to the public. The Centennial provided 
“reassurance that treasured national values remained intact and that a reunified nation 
could move confidently into a larger, more complicated modern world.” She looked at 
how the art was assembled and what ordinary viewers and art critics thought about it and 
argues that the Centennial did indeed democratize art, as it led to a widespread push to 
build art museums in cities across the country. Thus, the fair both influenced and was 
shaped by the national scene. To be sure, the art historian writing in the rapidly changing 
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early twenty-first century did recognize the context of Reconstruction, but her focus was 
elsewhere, as she centered her study on the national influence of the art at the fair.17 
 Despite their various contributions, these scholars have generally overlooked the 
importance of the context of the 1870s for the Centennial. For example, even as they 
often highlighted the emphasis that planners put on bringing the nation back together 
again after the Civil War, these writers did not fully see the significance of the politics of 
Reconstruction at the fair. Given that the planning and execution of the Exhibition took 
place throughout the era of Reconstruction, overlooking that crucial historical period is a 
grave oversight. Reconstruction involved a complicated and contested process of national 
rebuilding while also legislating on the status of former slaves and former rebels who had 
tried to destroy the Union.  Historians have lauded or criticized the government’s efforts 
to integrate African Americans into the nation. They have looked at how the federal 
government’s reach extended farther than ever before, shaping the lives of individuals in 
ways previously unimagined. Without going through the entire historical literature of this 
period, it is necessary to point out how such scholarship will shape this dissertation.  
Despite now being thirty years old, Eric Foner’s 1988 synthesis of Reconstruction 
remains the definitive work on the subject. Foner, whose uncle wrote the foundational 
article on the fair in the 1970s, stressed the centrality of the black experience and 
portrayed Reconstruction as an “unfinished revolution” that did not go far enough in 
aiding the transition from slavery to freedom. The government’s abandonment of 
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Reconstruction also marked its abandonment of African Americans. While later scholars 
mostly agree with his general interpretation, they have extended it in important ways. 
More recently, the trend in Reconstruction historiography has been to include matters like 
gender, something that Foner did not address.18    
 Of particular importance to my study of the Centennial are works that focus on 
the end of Reconstruction. By 1876, the post-war settlement was coming to an end, as 
federal occupation had ended in most of the former Confederate states and white 
Southern Democrats were returning to power. The divisions in the Republican Party, the 
violence carried out against Unionists and African Americans, the economic depression 
following the Panic of 1873, and the increasing power and cost of the government’s 
policies all combined to set the stage for the end of Reconstruction. In the late 1970s, 
historian William Gillette focused on politics, arguing that the “Retreat from 
Reconstruction” came about because of a “Southern strategy” where conservative 
Northern Republicans hoped to gain Southern votes, but “administrative inefficiency, 
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constitutional conservatism, and racism” all contributed to the end of Reconstruction. 
Heather Cox Richardson has more recently argued that economic concerns rather than 
race explained the Northern abandonment of Reconstruction. In this view, African 
American workers came to be seen as disrupting free labor ideology and thus became a 
threat to American economic stability. Mark Summers has suggested that, far from a 
failure, Reconstruction fulfilled its principle goals: reuniting the nation and abolishing 
slavery.  In this, Summers says, Reconstruction reflected what he sees as the foremost 
aims of the Lincoln administration in the Civil War: union and reunion. While his 
interpretation fits remarkably well with the aims of Centennial planners, he gave short 
shrift to the exhibition—arguing, as others had done, that it ignored the Civil War.19   
 Sectional reunion was intimately connected to the end of Reconstruction, as it 
seemed impossible to reunite during an ongoing military occupation. Many white 
Southerners resented the policies of Reconstruction and saw attempts to reunite the nation 
as reconciliation at gunpoint. Historians have offered differing interpretations of the 
process of reunion, with many scholars suggesting how proponents of national healing 
usually meant for it to occur on their own terms. Northerners wanted a reunion on 
Northern terms, while white Southerners wanted it on theirs. Some found that personal 
relationships contributed to reunion, as cross-sectional marriages brought a renewed 
desire for peace between the old antagonists. Nina Silber has emphasized the role of 
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gender, seeing a pattern in popular culture with a masculine North taming a feminine 
South, erasing the threat to the nation and allowing for a reunion between the sections. 
Edward Blum has suggested that religion and race were mutually reinforcing, as white 
Christians came together in the North and South and helped heal the sectional rift. The 
country also looked westward during the years of Reconstruction, where many hoped that 
the North and South could reconcile and unite to conquer the West.20  
 In many ways, the process of reunion dealt explicitly with Civil War memory, and 
the literature on that topic informs this study. Blight’s understanding of an 
emancipationist memory is particularly important. This memory emphasized the African 
American experience and also prioritized the importance of political and civil rights for 
African Americans. While broadly defined, some of his characteristics apply to 
discussions about the Centennial. Writers and speakers who embraced an emancipationist 
memory highlighted the centrality of slavery as a cause of the war, honored the process of 
emancipation, and believed that the granting of black political and civil rights through the 
process of Radical Reconstruction was important. Those who held this viewpoint sought 
to create a more egalitarian nation. It was not only African Americans who espoused 
these views, as some white Americans also discussed this perspective. 21 For instance, in 																																																								
20 Nina Silber, The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1993); Edward Blum: Reforging the White Republic: Race, Religion, 
and American Nationalism, 1865-1898 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005). See also: 
Andrew L. Slap, The Doom of Reconstruction: The Liberal Republicans in the Civil War Era (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2010). Frederick Jackson Turner first suggested this idea of reconciliation by 
going West, but in some ways, his claim was taken up by Heather Cox Richardson in West from 
Appomattox: The Reconstruction of America after the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2007).   
21 David Blight lists several types of an emancipationist memory, including: “the slave past as a dark 
void…a celebratory-accomodationist mode of memory, rooted in Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of 
industrial education and the ‘progress of the race’…a view of black destiny that combined Pan-Africanism, 
		21 		
the midst of arguing for a congressional appropriation to the Centennial, Martin 
Townsend, a New York Republican, spoke of emancipation: that the abolition of slavery 
“has rendered it possible for seven colored men to occupy places on this floor” of the 
House of Representatives. Townsend regretted that these men were singled out for their 
color, especially by fellow Congressmen, and wanted them to be treated with “deference” 
as they were “just struggling into political existence, standing here, as they do, as the 
representatives not merely of their direct constituencies, but of four million people their 
kindred.” Even in a speech that was not explicitly about Civil War memory, Townsend 
invoked ideas about Emancipation and its significance to the contemporary political 
order. 22 
 Complicating Blight’s central thesis, recent historians have argued for a Unionist 
memory of the Civil War—far from accepting the Southern Lost Cause interpretation that 
emphasized shared valor and deemphasized slavery, the Unionist memory averred that 
the South had been wrong in seceding from the Union. The goal of the war had been 
reunion with the South but it was a reunion that could only be accomplished, ultimately, 
by ending slavery. This Unionist memory clearly presented itself at the Centennial 
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Exhibition. While planners made overtures towards reunion, everything from artwork to 
the lists of invited guests served to remind white Southerners that they lost the War of the 
Rebellion. Civil War memory was political—in order to get Southern states to participate 
and to present a show of unity to the world, the Centennial organizers stressed that the 
fair would help to mend old wounds. However, reunion in this context did not mean 
ignoring slavery and black rights. Instead, it meant reuniting on Northern terms, which 
entailed a recognition that the South was a part of the Union and that slavery was 
abolished. The North could invite the South to participate because the Union was saved 
and slavery was no more. A fight for the Union began to include a fight for the abolition 
of slavery and, as Gary Gallagher has argued, “most unionists by 1864 had come to 
embrace emancipation as necessary for the long-term success of the American project.”23 
This is why reunion was on Northern terms. But not everyone agreed and those white 
Southerners who chose to participate resisted the effort to define reunion in that way.24 
 This raises a slightly different way of bringing the theme of emancipation into the 
discussion, as the celebration of emancipation was often found in Unionist rhetoric. 
Slavery had been one of the most contentious issues of the past, and its abolition meant 
that the ideals of the Declaration of Independence were being more fully embraced, as so 
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many orators of the day insisted. Speakers and writers recognized the hypocrisy of 
espousing freedom while also allowing slavery. Thus, they believed that they were able 
to more honestly celebrate the Centennial of American Independence since slavery was 
no more. So, they celebrated emancipation. But just because one might celebrate 
emancipation, did not mean that one would necessarily push for black political and civil 
rights. Emancipation was an end in itself, rather than a means to the creation of a more 
egalitarian society. The extent to which Unionists pushed for further African American 
rights varied, of course. Caroline Janney, who has gone the furthest in arguing against 
Blight, has made some of the same points—that Union and Emancipation often became 
intertwined, but just because Union soldiers fought for emancipation, they did not 
necessarily support rights for African Americans.25  
 Janney also drew a distinction between the terms “reunion” and reconciliation.” 
She insists that, “With the rebellion suppressed, the Confederacy destroyed, the work of 
the founding generation preserved and made safe by the destruction of slavery, reunion 
was achieved in the spring of 1865, and refined during Reconstruction. Reunion occurred 
immediately and unequivocally after the Civil War.” Reunion was the “political 
reunification of the nation,” and essentially was the act of bringing Southern states back 
into the national fold. Reconciliation, in contrast, is a more nebulous term and could 
include: “a sentiment, an expression of amicable harmony between Union and 
Confederate sympathizers.” It might imply “forgiving one’s enemies for their 
transgressions” or “a mere silence on the issues.” Reconciliation could also “serve as a 																																																								
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mutual determination by veterans, politicians, and northern and southern boosters to gloss 
over past differences in order to build a prosperous political and economic future.” It 
could also be “a performance, a gesture, or a ritual,” but “Reconciliation was not 
necessary for reunion.” Veterans did espouse reconciliation, but that did not mean they 
rejected the causes for which they fought: “Both Union and Confederate veterans favored 
national unity—if on their own terms.”26 Because the Unionists won and because they 
believed in the righteousness of their causes—saving the union and abolishing slavery—
they could forgive defeated Southerners. Forgiving did not mean forgetting, though. 
Perhaps the best way to distinguish the two is that reunion was an act, and reconciliation 
was a feeling.  
 Applying such a rigid distinction between the two concepts does not work well 
for this project, however. While Janney drew a clear line between the two terms, it is not 
clear that the participants themselves would have done so. And reunion was more of a 
process than Janney has suggested, for the fight for who controlled Southern states was 
linked to Reconstruction. White Southerners would have been more likely to suggest that 
reunion occurred, that they were, in fact, part of the nation, once they gained their 
political power back—in their own terminology, Redemption. As I show, there was much 
controversy about how the Southern states should celebrate the Centennial because white 
Southerners did not accept reunion, at least as long as Radical Republicans had any 
influence. In Janney’s case, focused largely on later decades, reunion was a given. In 
1876, there were still different kinds of reunion—a reunion that prioritized white 																																																								
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Americans, as Blight has argued, but also a reunion where African Americans could be 
acknowledged for having their own equal place in the nation. Much of the Unionist 
rhetoric about reunion and reconciliation allowed for African American rights or at least 
equality. Both processes were at work: actually bringing the sections of the country 
together in a celebration of the nation as well as attempting to work out the meanings of 
the war; and emotionally bringing the country together again based on a shared heritage 
of the American Revolution—an attempt to make Americans feel like they constituted a 
united nation. While there might be distinctions between the two, in fact, they were 
intertwined processes at the Centennial. What united the two was this: reunion was 
possible because the North won. And the North could reconcile with the South because 
the Union was intact and slavery was abolished. 
 Building on the work of previous scholars, I argue that different people 
understood the Centennial in different ways and contested its political and cultural 
meaning. Although the fair was supposed to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of 
the Declaration of Independence and the birthday of the nation, the public space it 
provided became a battleground for the issues of the 1870s. To be sure, the images and 
symbols of the American Revolution and the Founding Fathers were certainly part of the 
event, as Americans used them to construct their nationalist (or other) views of the 
country and its history. But memories of the Civil War and the politics of Reconstruction 
pervaded the country’s first world’s fair, and other issues of the time also mattered, as 
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Americans came to Philadelphia to not only celebrate, but to also contest the meaning of 
the Centennial.27 
 The first chapter is dedicated to the planning of the Philadelphia Exhibition and 
illustrates how it became contested ground even during the process of figuring out what it 
should be and how it should be implemented. These debates also revealed the conflicted 
understandings about how the nation was understood. Some saw it as an indivisible 
union. Others, particularly southerners, still believed that the country was a collection of 
autonomous states, returning to the state’s rights doctrine of the Civil War Era. Chapter 
two focuses on the politics of Reconstruction at the Centennial, showing how the politics 
of Civil War memory brought sectional clashes and different understandings of what the 
war had meant. Different Americans defined their nation in different ways in the 1870s 
and this was revealed quite starkly in Philadelphia. The third chapter examines the role of 
women at the 1876 world’s fair. Far from being meek and submissive, women played a 
significant part at the Centennial and, even as they disagreed with one another, they 
turned the fairground into a battlefield over gender issues. In the fourth chapter, white 
Southerners come to the fair. While they, too, disagreed among themselves, Southern 																																																								
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whites brought battles over race and Reconstruction to the forefront. Chapter five 
challenges the long-standing interpretation of Philip Foner by examining the role of 
African Americans. Far from being invisible victims of racism, black Americans 
contested the Centennial and participated in ways that overturn Foner’s main argument 
about their exclusion. Chapter six reminds us that most of the people who went to the 
Centennial did so to have a good time. After all, it was a fair. Yes, it had contested 
meanings and the politics and culture of the 1870s were on full display. But for those 
who went to Fairmount Park in Philadelphia during the months that the International 
Exhibition was open, such matters were already in the air they breathed. Where later 
historians found politics or racism or gendered meanings, many people in 1876 paid little 
attention, taking such things for granted or not seeing them at all. Instead, they went to be 
amazed and to have fun. Of course, in hindsight, even as they stood in awe before the 
Corliss Engine, gaped at exhibits from around the world, ate the new-fangled fair food 
called popcorn, and genuinely enjoyed themselves, they, too, were contesting the 
Centennial. The chapter deliberately adopts an organization and pace that reflects the 
ways in which visitors would have experienced the fair, with a sense of frenetic 
movement amid shifts from building to building and topic to topic. For those that 
attended the fair, it was a spectacle like nothing they had ever seen before. 
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Chapter One 
 
Conceiving the Centennial 
Tension filled the halls of Congress as the 1874 debates over the funding and 
planning of the Centennial Exhibition to be held in Philadelphia in 1876 turned 
surprisingly contentious. While many expected Americans to support a celebration of the 
country’s one hundredth birthday, few anticipated how the first World’s Fair to be held in 
the United States would become a contested ground. Even as some promoted the event as 
a nationalist celebration of American accomplishments, others dug in their heels and 
fought the Centennial in ways that reflected the context of the 1870s. The debates 
demonstrated how Reconstruction was a continuation of the Civil War, as sectional 
politics and competing visions of the nation emerged in arguments over the Centennial. 
Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida were still under military occupation and 
Republican control. Other states, like Mississippi and North Carolina, still had a 
Republican government. But many states in the South had been “redeemed” by white 
Southern democrats through methods of violence. Nationalism contended with the same 
old view of the country as a confederacy of sovereign states. Sectional lines remained 
strong, as did fierce partisanship. Visions of the nation overlapped with ideas about the 
role of the government and the place of the Constitution, although here party lines and 
sectional divisions did not always align. During the Centennial debates, nationalism, 
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constitutionality, and Reconstruction all came together. And, of course, money mattered, 
as the question of how to pay for the fair always proved controversial. 28 
One who opposed a funding plan under debate in the summer of 1874 was 
African American congressman James T. Rapier of Alabama. He based his argument on 
the grounds of civil rights: “The other day when the centennial bill was under discussion 
I would have been glad to say a word in its favor, but how could I?” he asked, before 
continuing, “How would I appear at the centennial celebration of our national freedom, 
with my own galling chains of slavery hanging about me?” Rapier further argued: “I 
could no more rejoice on that occasion in my present condition than the Jews could sing 
in their wonted style as they sat as captives beside the Babylonish streams.” However, “I 
look forward to the day when I shall be in the full enjoyment of the rights of a freeman, 
with the same hope they indulged that they would again return to their native land. I can 
no more forget my manhood, than they could forget Jerusalem.” His speech was both a 
lament for the prejudice he and others of his race faced while also a prophecy for a better 
future. Rapier had firsthand experience with racism as he faced discrimination throughout 
his journey to Washington around the same time. His speech exposed the unfulfilled, yet 
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still expected, promises of Radical Reconstruction even while expressing an intense 
frustration at the current reality.  Rapier’s opposition was only one example of how the 
planning for the Centennial expressed the deep political, social, cultural, and racial 
divisions within American society and the complicated ways in which party and section 
both remained vital and often broke down in the heat of debate over the Exhibition. 29  
Those who led the planning hoped that the World’s Fair in Philadelphia would be 
more than a great celebration of one hundred years of American independence. The 
planners thought that the Centennial might serve to reunite the nation after the Civil War. 
Indeed, the Philadelphia Exhibition was truly a national event, unlike earlier fairs held by 
the states and local communities. Because of this the federal government was involved 
from almost the very beginning, as the Pennsylvania committee for the Centennial 
wanted and needed the official sanction of the nation. But this proved to be very 
controversial, as Congressmen debated issues surrounding location, funding, and the very 
role of the federal government itself. These debates were compounded by the context of 
Reconstruction and the economic crisis of the 1870s.  
 Congressional views towards the Centennial Exhibition illustrated many of the 
political divisions in the country. And such divisions did not always fall along clear 
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sectional or partisan lines. For example, some African American congressmen supported 
both the fair and reunion, while a Republican from Tennessee opposed the fair for 
surpassing Constitutional mandates and, more importantly to him, diverting money from 
his constituents. Other financial concerns came into play, as taxpayers were being called 
on to support the event in the midst of a severe economic downturn. But other politicians 
hoped for economic benefits that could come from the fair, as it would help promote state 
industries and agriculture. Some Northern and Western politicians opposed the fair based 
on its location—hoping to move it to their own states. Others thought it inappropriate for 
a national birthday party to be an international event.  In short, politicians had numerous 
reasons for supporting or opposing the bills for the Centennial, and previous scholars who 
have only focused on the sectional divide fail to understand the much more complex 
issues at work. Racial, economic, ideological, political, and cultural considerations came 
into play as Congress settled on the Centennial Exhibition.  
 Beyond mentioning difficulties obtaining government funding, historians have 
neglected the congressional debates. For them, it has seemed a foregone conclusion that 
Philadelphia would be the site of the 1876 fair, but at the time, that was not the case at all. 
When scholars have noted the congressional debates, they have tended to emphasize the 
sectional character of the vote—Southerners were against the Centennial and Northerners 
supported it. While there is some truth to this generalization, it glosses over the 
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complexity of the time. There was no solid South in the early 1870s. Nor did all 
Northerners agree when it came to planning the country’s first world’s fair.30  
Calling for a Centennial Celebration in Philadelphia 
 The celebration became the focus of national debate when John L. Campbell, a 
professor at Wabash College in Indiana, mentioned a celebration of the Centennial during 
a lecture he gave at the Smithsonian Institution in 1864. Two years later, he wrote to the 
mayor of Philadelphia to recommend an International Exhibition to honor the occasion. 
World’s Fairs were becoming a popular occurrence, especially after the London Crystal 
Palace Exhibition of 1851. Campbell wrote to reiterate his suggestion again in 1868 and, 
by January 1870, John Shoemaker, a member of the Select Counsel in Philadelphia, led 
the body in supporting an exhibition in 1876. The Pennsylvania Legislature agreed, and 
together they decided to petition Congress for support. In early 1870, a coalition made up 
of Philadelphia politicians and leaders of the Franklin Institute came to Washington to 
convince the government on the benefits of an American world fair, and, in particular, 
why Philadelphia should be the site chosen. Philadelphia was perfect, not only because of 
its clear historical significance, but also because of the ease of travel to get to the city. On 
March 9, 1870, Representative Daniel Morrell, a Pennsylvania Republican, took up their 
cause and introduced a bill “to provide for celebrating the hundredth anniversary of 
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American independence by holding an international exhibition of arts, manufacturers, and 
products of the soil and mines in the city of Philadelphia” in 1876. 31  
 The proposal was referred to the committees of manufacturing and foreign 
relations. These committees were invited to visit the proposed site—Fairmount Park— as 
well as other sites in Philadelphia in an attempt to move the bill further along. This 
attempt to woo the committees began at Independence Hall, where the mayor, Daniel M. 
Fox, began the process of using guilt to persuade them.  “I trust, gentlemen, that the 
patriotic spirit of our sires… may animate us to united action on this subject,” calling 
upon the committee to act like the Founding Fathers, united in a common purpose, be it 
proclaiming independence or hosting a big party. The mayor continued: “We are now 
approaching the first centennial anniversary, and it is suggested that on this spot, at that 
time, we shall as a nation, as nearly as we can, bring to mind the scenes of ’76, which 
cannot be effectually done at any other place—here to declare our renewed allegiance to 
the Union for the future.” A celebration of Union would be altogether fitting after a war 
where the Union had nearly been destroyed. 32  
 At the end of the year, Congressman Morrell again rose to speak in support of the 
bill, enumerating its benefits. “Public-spirited and patriotic citizens of the whole country 
demand that a fitting celebration shall take place on the centennial anniversary of the 
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nation’s birth,” Morrell insisted. And this celebration “should embrace an imposing 
recognition of the nation’s progress.” As Americans were “the most practical of all 
peoples, industrial displays have for them a peculiar charm,” and a world’s fair “in our 
jubilee year would give fit expression to these national traits.” Important features of 
anniversary celebrations were to “honor worthy deeds and those who perform them and 
to revive cherished memories of the past,” as well as “compar[e] early-feebleness with 
present strength and stature.” A comparison of the America of 1776 with that of 1876 
would show “national growth and power and the facts of national progress.” But to 
properly do this, one needed to have an “exhibition.” But, it needed to be more than 
national: “A merely American exhibition might gratify national pride in what has already 
been accomplished,” but an international exhibition would “cause our republican 
Government to be more worthily regarded by the world at large.” He also believed that 
having the world come to the country might help correct “extravagant boastfulness” by 
“observation of those things in which we have much to learn.” Such a fair would also 
encourage immigration. Arguing against the fair being held in other cities, Morrell 
emphasized the historical significance of Philadelphia, noting how neither Boston nor 
New York could claim the Fourth of July the way that Philadelphia could. 33     
 After he yielded the rest of his time, some debate began about the issues at stake. 
Democrat Orestes Cleveland of New Jersey insisted that New York was the first city that 
had moved for an international exhibition in 1876. He also believed that the federal 
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government would be obligated to fund the entire enterprise, or at least be responsible for 
paying millions of dollars to cover the traveling expenses of the commissioners. William 
B. Allison, a Republican from Iowa, expressed reservations about having three 
commissioners from each state and territory, asserting that, in effect, it would be a 
“second House of Representatives in Philadelphia.” Having almost two hundred 
managers would be too many; thus, they decided to amend the commissioners to one 
from each state and territory. Allison, like Cleveland, also worried about the financial 
liability of the country. Republican Martin Welker of Ohio suggested that the state of 
Pennsylvania should bear the cost of the entire enterprise, to which Morrell had no 
objections. First, he had to get the bill passed—then others could worry about funding 
it.34 
 The debate continued on through January of the next year in the House, with more 
controversy arising over funding and the location itself, as some politicians recognized 
the economic benefits of such an exposition. Few rejected the whole idea outright, but 
many had amendments to make to the existing bill. For instance, Missouri Democrat 
Erastus Wells even proposed to “strike out ‘Pennsylvania’ and ‘Philadelphia’ and to 
insert ‘Missouri’ and ‘St. Louis.’” While Philadelphia was significant for its past, Wells 
believed that the future of the country was in the West. His amendment failed, of course, 
but he did receive thirty-eight votes in support. Another Democrat, James Brooks of New 
York, on the other hand, rejected the bill entirely and was especially querulous, arguing 
that the fair could be held in any number of cities, like Boston, “where the principles of 																																																								
34 Ibid., 106-107, 108,  
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the Declaration were mainly created and cradled,” Richmond, Virginia, where Jefferson 
and Madison came from, or even Mecklenburg, North Carolina, where an earlier 
declaration of independence originated. Ultimately, he did not believe the measure should 
concern the federal government, as it was a local initiative. 35  
 But others believed that sentiment mattered—that the only place to hold such a 
fair was in Philadelphia. And it was not just Pennsylvania politicians who supported the 
idea. Republican Job Stevenson of Ohio believed that if one discarded “sentiment,” the 
fair would have to be in Ohio—“the heart of the republic.” But instead, he insisted that 
the “object is to commemorate that great historic event…the Declaration of 
Independence,” and thus Philadelphia had an “unrivaled claim” to the exhibition. It was 
“For that reason alone” that he would vote for the bill, and he believed that his fellow 
Ohioans would support him in doing so. Ultimately, that sentiment carried through the 
House and settled the idea of Philadelphia as the site of the International Exhibition when 
they voted to pass the bill on January 11. 36 
  But the debate was not over—it just moved to the Senate. In many ways, concerns 
in the Senate mirrored that in the House. As soon as it was introduced, an argument broke 
out about the proper committee to which the bill should be referred: Manufacturing or 
Foreign Relations. The New Yorkers present wanted the bill to go to the Manufacturing 
committee, rather than the one on Foreign Relations, as neither New Yorker was on the 
																																																								
35 Congressional Globe, 41st Congress, 3rd Session, Pt 1, 419 (Jan. 10, 1871); Ibid., 422 Congressional 
Globe, 41st Congress, 3rd Session, Pt. 1, 306 (Jan. 4, 1871). 
 
36 Ibid., 307; Congressional Globe, 41st Congress, 3rd Session, Pt. 1, 423 (Jan. 10, 1871).   
		37 		
latter committee. They seemed to hope that they would be able to change the location of 
the Centennial to New York City, if only it went to the right committee. Because no New 
Yorker was on the Committee of Foreign Relations, that state’s senators fought to refer to 
the bill to Manufacturing, where they might yet change the site of the exhibition. 
Republican John Scott of Pennsylvania joked that since other places also laid claim for 
the fair, the bill should perhaps be referred to the Committee on Claims, instead, which 
resulted in laughter. A clear rivalry broke out between Republicans Roscoe Conkling of 
New York and Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania in the process. Cameron accused New 
York of “grabbing at everything that is offered and trying to pick up that which is not 
offered to her.” Conkling stated he had no desire to take anything away from 
Philadelphia, calling it one of “the most flourishing suburbs of New York” and he was 
happy to support anything that would help Philadelphia or “any of the other villages that 
surround the city” to prosper. However, it was clear that such a celebration should be 
held “in the largest city of the continent,” New York, instead. 37   
As the debates continued, Senator Cameron became the bill’s champion, 
continually bringing up the issue much to the annoyance of his colleagues. One of his 
fellow senators complained that “the bill will rise up against us every day in the morning 
hour until we dispose of it.” And the Senate did dispose of it, in a way—they passed it, 
with the stipulation that the federal government would in no way be liable for the fair 																																																								
37 Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Congress, 3rd Session, Pt. 1, 448-49, (Jan. 12, 1871). Cameron and 
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financially. That clause tacked onto the end of the bill would prove to have a lasting 
impact. And passing the bill did not put the issue to rest. Instead, for the next four years, 
Congress debated what role the federal government should and could play in the 
exhibition. While scholars have highlighted the vast expansion of the national 
government in the years of Reconstruction, Congress was clearly worried about 
government overreach and constitutionality when it came to sponsoring the fair. 38 
The United State Centennial Commission 
 With the bill passed, it was time for action. When involving the government, of 
course, that meant forming a new committee. A national commission was to lead the 
planning of the fair. To form this body, the governor of each state or territory in the 
United States nominated two commissioners to represent their constituents on the 
Centennial Commission. President Ulysses S. Grant accepted these nominations and 
made the final appointments.39 In this way, the Centennial was intended to be 
representative of the whole United States instead of only Philadelphia. However, in 
reality, these commissioners often could not or chose not to attend the meetings, 
especially given how difficult it was to travel great distances. This meant that the 
commission was national in its make-up on paper, but tilted toward the northeast when it 
came to actual service. Once formed into a body, the commissioners elected to establish 
an executive committee with Joseph R. Hawley of Connecticut as the president.40  																																																								
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 Hawley, a New Englander who had long opposed slavery, was a staunch 
Republican. He had served as a Union soldier in the War of the Rebellion, seeing action 
in a number of important battles and rising through the ranks from captain to general and 
whose brigade at one time included black soldiers. He then returned home to win election 
as governor of Connecticut before becoming a newspaper editor, then winning election to 
the House of Representatives. He continued his political career even as he led the 
Centennial Commission. General Hawley’s election as head of the executive committee 
signaled to many that the fair was to be a nationalist celebration of Union triumph. That 
he enjoyed a reputation as an honest and efficient leader also sent the message that the 
fair would be well-managed and would avoid corruption and scandal. His honesty even 
elicited comment by the great satirist of the age, Mark Twain. Twain introduced Hawley 
at a Republican meeting in Connecticut: “General Hawley…has done one thing which 
you may not have heard commented upon, and yet it is one of the most astounding 
performances of this decade, an act almost impossible, perhaps, to any other public 
officer in this nation. General Hawley has taken as high as $121,000 gate money at the 
Centennial in a single day,” here he paused and the crowd cheered, before continuing, 
“and never stole a cent of it.” There was “great laughter and long-continued applause” at 
this line. 41  
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Paying for the Fair 
 Planning could not proceed without money. In April 1872, the executives of the 
United States Centennial Commission (USCC) came to Congress asking for an act to 
allow the incorporation of a board of finance to raise funds. They did not believe they had 
the authority to raise money without congressional approval. But the Senate expressed 
some concern about the constitutionality of incorporation and worried that they would 
break the law by giving the commission the power to raise money. Seeing his colleagues’ 
reluctance, Senator Cameron changed the focus of the conversation, arguing that it was 
about patriotism, not about the letter of the law. As always, when it came to legality, 
much could be accomplished by simply waving the flag. By June 1872, the President had 
signed the bill allowing for the creation of the Centennial Board of Finance.42  
 One part of the proposed plan required the Treasury to pay for the stock to be 
printed. This led to not a little consternation with Congress in 1873. It seemed that at 
every turn, there was more demanded of them. One Republican senator in particular, 
George F. Edmunds from Vermont, expressed this point well when he noted that the 
supporters of the Centennial had said that they only wanted the corporation and would 
ask no money of the government; “upon that pledge we did strain a constitutional point 
and created these gentlemen a corporation to carry on this patriotic and notable affair in 
their own way.” But now they wanted the government to pay for printing their stock. 
What might the Commission ask for next? Edmunds, who “[has] the honor of 
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Pennsylvania at heart just as much as the senator from that state [Cameron], because, so 
far as honor goes, we all represent all the states,” continued: “Now, having this sensibility 
of honor, I do think . . . that we should do these gentlemen an injustice, because I cannot 
think they have asked us to force upon them a payment of part of their expenses out of 
the Treasury.” Senator William Thomas Hamilton of Maryland, a Democrat who 
staunchly supported state’s rights, added that, “next every bank will demand us to print 
their certificates, with as much propriety as this.” 43  
 The USCC held a contest to find the best designer for the certificate, and the 
winner would receive $500. The design was to be “illustrative of the progress of the 
United States in the peaceful arts and sciences—Agriculture Manufactures, Commerce—
the development of the country during the century; and those triumphs of physical 
science which enable man to master and use the forces of nature. They should also 
symbolize the freedom and representative character of our institutions.”44 Designed by 
Philadelphia artists F.O.C. Darley and Steven James Ferris, the Centennial stock 
certificate proved to be a fascinating document replete with symbolism. At the top, 
America, represented as either Columbia or Liberty, stood, beckoning out to the other 
nations, while women representing other countries brought their gifts to honor her. 
Scenes of industry were depicted—horses plowing, smokestacks burning, and the 
inventors Elias Howe, Samuel Morris, and Robert Fulton displaying their creations. 
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Working men were grouped together—the miner, the fur trapper, the Indian, the farmer, 
and the planter, “all presenting symbols of their avocations.”  The creators also 
“exemplified progress—the busy manufacturing city in contrast with the neglected 
windmill.” When extolling the virtues of the certificate, Edgar Trout, a secretary of the 
Board of Finance, failed to mention the Indian sitting with his head in his hands in the 
foreground, a seeming relic of the past during an industrial age. The oversight proved 
ironic, given the ongoing conflict in the West. Finally, there were the symbols of the 
Civil War on the bottom right of the certificate. There was a freedman reading, something 
forbidden to him under slavery only a short time before, while underneath him were a 
Union soldier and a Continental Army soldier in conversation—the one a creator of the 
Union, the other a savior of it. Newspapers considered the design to be “in excellent 
taste.” Notices went out to the residents of Pennsylvania before the certificate design was 
even approved, letting them know that “National Banks are now prepared to receive 
subscriptions to the Capital Stock of the Centennial Board of Finance.” Pennsylvanians 
were also told that the stock was “suitable for framing and preservation as a national 
memorial.” 45  
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Figure 1.1 Centennial Stock Certificate 
 The Board of Finance came up with a quota sheet for the states, which listed the 
expected number of stock certificates to be bought from each state based upon the 
population of each state. In this way, they hoped that the Centennial could be funded by 
the nation. Fifteen out of the Twenty-five members of the Board of Finance came from 
Philadelphia, which aroused some controversy.  However, not all states subscribed. One 
Pennsylvania paper reported that “the State of Georgia declines to subscribe for 
Centennial stock upon the foundation that the celebration is to be a ‘Northern affair’ and 
because she never did like Philadelphia.” Actually, in the context of the depression that 
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followed the Panic of 1873, most states did not subscribe; the ones that did were New 
Jersey, Delaware, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and, of course, Pennsylvania—ones 
which were more likely to benefit from the exhibition. Individuals and businesses from 
other states also bought shares.46 While they called it a stock certificate, it was more like 
a bond that was supposed to pay interest. But the belief was that purchasing certificates 
would be essentially a gift, and there was no expectation of being paid back.47 
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Figure 1.2 Stock Apportionment, Nashville Union and American, Oct. 17, 1872. 
A Nationalist Vision 
At the first meeting of the United States Centennial Commission (USCC) in 
March 1872, Joseph Hawley reflected extensively on the purpose of the Exhibition. 
Throughout his speech, the commission president noted his hope that the Centennial 
would be a national affair that would reunite the country. Praising the commissioners 
present, he remarked that, “[w]hile you represent the extreme and widely separated parts 
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of the Union, and their diverse pursuits and interests, and all the political beliefs that have 
shaken the nation, you are in this matter enthusiastically of one mind and spirit.” Hawley 
clearly indicated that these commissioners were assembled together for a national 
purpose. 48 
 Planning commenced the next day, and one of the commissioners, William P. 
Blake, discussed past international exhibitions and continued the theme of reconciliation 
that he hoped would result from the Centennial. While he did not want such fairs to be 
frequent, he did note the “good work” already before them—“Who could not be 
impressed,” he concluded his speech, when they saw “in the banquet hall of our hosts of 
the Union League, Virginia shaking hands with Connecticut, and pledging united and 
harmonious action, hand to hand and heart to heart, in the great work of peace, good-will, 
and civilization confided to our care.”49  Such grandiose rhetoric but also lack of 
specificity about friendship and goodwill between the North and South would mark a key 
theme in the planning of the Centennial in the years to come. The commissioners hoped 
that the Centennial would promote reunion between the old foes, as Unionists joined 
former rebels in celebrating the memory of their shared heritage. But just how that was to 
work, exactly, remained unstated. 
 This same goal of reunification was one of the reasons that the Centennial 
planning committee allowed for the formation of a separate Women’s Centennial 
Committee. They hoped that having a committee comprised of women would help to 
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lessen sectional conflict because of women’s supposedly softer nature, which would 
cause men to “abandon local and sectional jealousies.”50 In keeping with the gender 
expectations of the time, the leaders hoped that women would take a subordinate role but 
still employ their feminine virtue to calm the tempers of men.  A Virginia Republican 
newspaper, the Daily State Journal, also indicated that women could help to “remov[e] 
the political differences which have estranged the two sections of the country.” 51  
 A committee of Mississippi women who supported the Centennial wrote to the 
women’s committee in Philadelphia. While the Mississippi women had previously 
regarded the “ladies of the North” to be “our bitter foes,” now they were eager to 
volunteer their services for the Centennial. They believed that the Philadelphia women 
were going to “unite us all in a national enterprise” where “we can lay aside all sectional 
and local prejudices and show to the world that, although we heartily joined our 
husbands, fathers and brothers in the late hostilities, we can now take our lead in a 
measure best calculated to lay a foundation for a permanent peace.” This would “show to 
the world what we women of America are capable of.”52 While many white Southern 
women were already taking on a crucial role in promulgating the Lost Cause memory of 
the Civil War, this particular group of Mississippi women pushed for reconciliation. They 
did include the caveat that they had “heartily” joined their men during the rebellion, 
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however. They did not admit they were in the wrong, but rather that both sides should 
now move on.53  
As for the official planners, the commissioners desired to “invite all the world to 
come here and see what God has wrought,” and hoped to present a united front to 
Europe.54 After all, Americans wanted to convince their foreign friends and rivals that 
they were a nation to be respected. Indeed, such goals did appear to be linked when 
Orestes Cleveland, USCC vice president, reflected on the importance of showcasing the 
technological progress of the country to the rest of the world. It would take a united 
country to fully demonstrate American might: “for whatever the reunited people of the 
United States undertake, on behalf of the whole country, will not fail.”55 Thus, in the 
name of nationalism and impressing foreign competition, Americans had a national duty 
to fulfill.  
 Planners were also cognizant of other worlds’ fairs, and they sent a commissioner, 
Henry Pettit, to Vienna to study the 1873 fair and also analyze earlier European fairs. 
Petit took note of what was both admirable and, especially, disappointing as the 
Philadelphia men did not want to repeat past mistakes. One wonders why they did not 
study the attempt at a New York World’s Fair in 1853. Petit was particularly worried 
about large enough avenues that could contain a number of pedestrians, as well as street 
cars and other modes of transportation. He also hoped to publish plans for the layout, in 																																																								
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order to engender public support, especially in terms of gaining donations .56 William 
Bigler, the ex-governor of Pennsylvania, also noted: “What we witness at Vienna just 
now is significant of the dangers of delay in the work, and the experience of nations is 
full of useful lessons for us.” He believed that the “Exposition must be on a scale equal, if 
not in advance of anything of the kind the world has ever witnessed. . .The earth will 
never again be entirely covered with a flood; but I venture to predict that this beautiful 
city in the year 1876 will be literally submerged by a mass of humanity, which will come 
down from all parts of the globe.” However, those two ideas seemed to be contradictory: 
he wanted the fair to be a grand success, but at the same time, he compared it to the 
Biblical destruction of the entire world. Nevertheless, it would be a historic enterprise.57  
Fundraising Falls Short 
 The Centennial Commission worked to keep their promise that the federal 
government would not have to pay for the Exhibition. The Board of Finance issued stock 
to pay for the erection of buildings in Fairmont Park, where the fair would be held. “Each 
state and territory was allocated a quota of stock subscriptions to be sold according to the 
size of its population,” but, like most of the preparation for the event, the actual execution 
of fundraising did not go as planned.58 While they sold stock certificates with the hope 
that all Americans would buy in and the Centennial would be a truly national affair, most 
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of the board members were from Pennsylvania. Board members worried that Americans 
in other regions might not trust them and so they set up a funding board with committees 
in different regions of the country.59  
 Originally, it had been a point of pride for Hawley that the American exhibition 
would not require government aid, unlike the European fairs of the past. Instead, the 
USCC “look[ed] to the unfailing patriotism of the people of every section” to financially 
support the Centennial. Hawley carefully stressed in his speech that he expected all 
Americans to support the Centennial—invoking their patriotism to compel them to do so. 
Whether Hawley or the other USCC members really expected Americans from all parts 
of the country to support the endeavor was not clear. That they made the point to be 
inclusive indicated a fear that some Americans would not see a need to support the 
Centennial. Hawley relied upon “the zeal and patriotism ever displayed by our people in 
every undertaking” although he surely recognized that there were many in the country, 
especially in the South, who did not see themselves as being part of the nation. Still, 
Hawley put forth a nationalist argument for why Americans should support the 
Centennial, as it would show how “greatness, wealth, and intelligence can be fostered by 
such institutions as those which have for one hundred years blessed the people of the 
United States.” 60  
The Board of Finance hoped that the majority of funding would come from stock 
subscriptions, but that did not come to pass. They generated $2.358 million in stock 
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subscriptions, including state purchases of $100,000 from New Jersey and 10, 000 from 
Delaware, Connecticut, and New Hampshire.61 But more investment was needed. In 
addition to money raised by selling stock certificates, other funds came from state and 
local governments. The Pennsylvania government and the city of Philadelphia 
appropriated $1 million and $1.5 million, respectively, while private groups in the state 
donated another $1.5 million.62  
 The USCC needed not only money, but also state participation if the event was to 
be truly national. However, both funds and enthusiasm for the fair were in short supply in 
the Southern states. The newspapers of the era showed the extent and range of the debate 
about Southern participation in the Centennial. In Louisiana and South Carolina, and to a 
much lesser extent, Virginia, for example, newspapers often made explicit links between 
Reconstruction politics and the Centennial. In Louisiana and South Carolina, where 
military occupation continued, Republicans still held a good deal of power, and in 
rejecting the Centennial, Democratic editors were also rejecting the politics in their own 
states. Southerners bitter about the post-war situation who vowed to not be reconstructed 
often found the very idea of a national celebration appalling. But not all white 
Southerners agreed. Newspapers in other Southern states that had already returned to 
Democratic control, (like Tennessee or Arkansas) provided more balanced coverage of 
the proceedings and revealed that not everyone in the old Confederacy bitterly rejected 
the idea of the Exhibition. In the context of Reconstruction, then, the Centennial served 
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as a means for fighting sectional political battles. While later scholars have argued that 
the issue of the Centennial divided along sectional and partisan lines, there was not 
complete support or resistance on either side of the debate in any of the Southern states. 
For example, some Democrats in Tennessee and Arkansas supported the Centennial 
because they hoped it would increase the economic prosperity of their respective states. 
Exhibiting in the fair would market their natural resources and thus encourage investment 
in their economies. Still, it was true that there was less support among rebels than 
elsewhere. Opposition to the Centennial seemed to be a way to oppose the national 
government and Reconstruction. There was still a fluid nature to Southern politics and 
white Southerners who felt left out of the political process opposed the Centennial for 
reasons that had to do with opposition to the way the nation was heading.63 While 
Northerners were not all united on the Centennial, their points of opposition rarely, if 
ever, focused on an opposition to the nation. 
 While commissioners hoped that the people of the country could pay for the fair, 
speeches at the 1873 meeting indicated that some were already planning to call on the 
government for aid. James G. Blaine attended one of the USCC meetings in 1873 and 
reassured them of his confidence that, in due time, Congress would “give all the aid 
necessary, so as to make our Exhibition transcend those of England, France, and 
Austria.” He believed that “an enterprise of this kind…is one which I am sure will require 
no ‘lobbying’ at Washington.” Besides, he reminded them, the United States appropriated 
$400,000 to participate in the French Exposition, and he had “no doubt” that the 																																																								
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government “would at the proper time contribute millions to our own Exposition.”64 
William Bigler, former governor of Pennsylvania, also echoed the same idea: “The nation 
through Congress has put down the land-marks for this work and signified its good-will. 
The nation, through Congress, if needs be, will furnish something far more substantial 
than good-will.”65 
 Although some speakers insisted that the government would provide aid, others 
were sure that the states themselves would rise to the challenge. Andrew J. Dufur, the 
commissioner from Oregon, had “not the slightest doubt that the States of the Pacific 
Coast would take all the stock of the Board of Finance assigned to them, and would show 
that they realized the fact that they are citizens of this great common country.” William 
Henry Parsons of Texas expressed the view that “money composed the sinews of war,” 
and with the “representative men of Pennsylvania and the country, who were pledged to 
the raising of funds…he felt sure of the ultimate success of the affair.” Joseph Patterson, 
of the Board of Finance, stated that, “one of the most important matters to be considered 
is the fact that people from all parts of the world will be here to see the workings of a 
republican Government.” 66  
W.V. McKean of the Centennial Board of Finance likewise assured his listeners 
that New York City and other cities would surely pay up. Boston was also singled out, 
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and “neither she nor Massachusetts will forget the days of the ‘Boston Port Bill’ and of 
the ‘General Warrants.’” He explained why stock subscriptions had not been higher, 
because “the people of this country are difficult to move about any event that is not 
immediately at hand, and partly because no effective means had been used to place the 
Exposition before the distant public in its true importance and dignity as a national event 
of the grandest character.” The New York commissioner, John V. L. Pruyn, commented 
that Pennsylvania representatives in Congress had previously said that Philadelphia and 
Pennsylvania would pay for the fair, however he did still hope that Congress would make 
a “liberal appropriation,” but “as this had not been done, and the middle of 1874 will be 
too late to make the pecuniary arrangements…it is necessary to go to work at once to 
raise the necessary funds.” They were still optimistic about their efforts to raise money in 
1873, especially given the funds that Pennsylvania had appropriated early on. 67 
Congressional Debates Over Funding During a Depression 
When private fundraising efforts came up short, Hawley was compelled to go 
before Congress to beg for money in 1874, something he promised a few years earlier 
that he would not do. Unsurprisingly, the debate surrounding the Centennial became 
fierce and more heated when money was involved. Add to that the economic context—
the devastating Panic of 1873 and the resulting depression—and the changing political 
context with Democrats, including white Southerners, gaining more power as many 
across the nation began losing faith in Reconstruction, and the stage was set for 
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controversy.68 By mid-1874, there were real doubts about whether or not the Centennial 
would be held at all. In Hawley’s appeal to Congress, he invoked many reasons why the 
government should fund it—national honor, patriotism, and economic benefits were all 
motivations. He was “grieved” that his fellow congressmen were impugning the idea of 
“sentiment” and “patriotism.” It was wrong to mock those ideas, as “Our millions of 
‘Boys in Blue’ talked it from the cradle…those boys believed in it; five hundred thousand 
graves bear witness to their belief.” Union soldiers had died for a love of the nation, and 
making light of the idea of patriotism was an offense to their memory.69 
 This love of country inspired another reason for Hawley to call for funding the 
fair: it would bring the nation back together again. He dared to tread into two fiercely 
debated political issues—civil rights for blacks and amnesty for former Confederates. He 
declared that in 1876, “we of these States will meet under one flag and one name,” 
affirming the Unionist triumph in the war. “Pass our amnesty bills, secure the civil rights 
of all, clear the ground, and shake hands,” he continued, transitioning into an argument 
for reunion that made room for black civil rights.70 The Centennial could function as the 
place where Americans from the North and the South came together once again—as long 
as Congress appropriated the money. While some white Southerners hoped to reconcile 
the two sections by downplaying emancipation and appealing to the racism of some white 
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Northerners, Hawley did not propose to heal the nation’s wounds through ideas of white 
supremacy. He was willing to welcome former rebels back into the nation through 
amnesty, but the Union general refused to yield the fruit of emancipation born by the 
hard-won victory achieved in the war. For the Republican leader of the USCC, then, 
reunion was to be carried out on Northern terms.      
 In response to Hawley’s request for money, congressmen in the House of 
Representatives debated what to do with the issue of Centennial funding over several 
days. Many politicians had strong opinions about the Exhibition and the speeches dragged 
on at great length until the body passed a resolution limiting how long one representative 
could speak. Emancipation certainly played a part in the deliberations, as two black 
congressmen weighed in to support the Centennial and brought in issues of memory and 
race to do so. Josiah T. Walls, a black representative of Florida strongly supported the 
idea of a national exhibition. A former slave who had fought in the rebellion as a member 
of the United State Colored Troops, he spoke as a Unionist, a Southerner, and an African 
American—yet he wanted reunion. Like Hawley, he saw the Centennial as the perfect 
place for the country to come back together again. But the reunion was to be on Northern 
terms, not dictated by the bitterness of defeated rebels.71  
 In his speech, Walls offered a clear defense of the Centennial and explained why 
taxpayers should fund the $3,000,000 asked for by Hawley. He praised the Declaration of 
Independence, declaring that America should promote its form of government to those 
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still living under monarchies. “Shall we,” he asked, “decline upon an appropriate 
occasion to manifest our gratitude to our fathers and our pride in the perfectness of their 
work?” Besides helping to acquaint Americans with the different regions of the country 
and to increase immigration, which Walls saw as a key benefit of this Exhibition, there 
was one other possible effect. It would “revive, invigorate, and stir to vigorous life that 
feeling of national patriotism in our land which recent occurrences have somewhat 
weakened.” While some cynical Americans might dismiss patriotism as a “myth and a 
popular delusion,” and as a word politicians use to stay in office, “the patriotic tendency 
of the centennial is not the least attractive or least important feature of it in the estimation 
of southern men, ‘without respect to previous condition.” Here were his first allusions to 
slavery and the Civil War—and they were allusions. Rather than state the words 
explicitly, he was indirect when describing the conflict that had ended such a short time 
ago. And he clearly included the views of black Southerners like himself in doing so. 72 
 When Americans, with their common heritage, all gathered together in 
Philadelphia, Walls thought that it “will strengthen the bonds which can unite freemen to 
their native land, and kindle a blaze of patriotic feeling in whose dazzling light all 
questions of minor differences and all hurtful recollections of past disagreements will be 
blotted out.” Former Confederate and Union soldiers, along with former slaves, could all 
come together to celebrate the centennial anniversary. Here, he was not waving the 
bloody shirt nor proclaiming an explicitly emancipationist memory of the Civil War but 
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rather calling for reunion, and he was creating a message that could appeal to all 
Southerners by reaching across both racial and sectional lines. 73 
 Then Walls continued, stating that his being in Congress was made possible by 
the Declaration of Independence finally been upheld. He and other former slaves could 
not ignore the patriotic message of the Centennial celebration, as some whites could. 
Rather, “for myself and at least four millions of the new freemen of this land of liberty, I 
will hope that, in the mercy of God, my own life may be spared till, among the crowding 
thousands of exulting freemen, I may on the 4th of July, 1876, read the undying words of 
Webster. . . ‘Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable.’” For Walls, 
liberty in this context clearly meant emancipation. 74  
 Walls wanted that Fourth of July to be the day of “definitive and emphatic 
termination of all feelings of harshness and bitterness arising from our recent 
contentions.” If the Centennial “will unite more closely together the now somewhat 
discordant and jarring interests of the North and the South; if it will tend to discourage 
and extinguish all feelings of sectionalism,” how could Congress not fund it? For the 
black Republican from Florida, the Centennial offered the opportunity to bring together 
competing memories of the Civil War in a grand display of reunion.75  
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 He also used his speech to promote the economic interests of the South—that the 
climate, the minerals, and the soil in that region deserved more attention than they had 
been given and the Centennial would publicize this. The only time Walls mentioned 
slavery explicitly was when he discussed the poverty of the South: “by the abolition of 
slavery . . . the South was instantaneously deprived of an incalculable amount of capital 
actually invested . . . and has reduced the whole section to comparative, and it may be 
said, actual poverty.” He admitted the “pardonably sectional character” of his argument, 
believing that the Centennial would advertise the South’s abundant resources and thus 
ameliorate the economic issues of that region. As such, he spoke as a Southerner, 
representing the interests of his state and region. 76 
 In his closing remarks, Walls finally noted the cause of the bitterness he had 
alluded to throughout his long speech—the war. In his own state of Florida, tensions 
between races seemed to be “disappearing” and there reigned “a feeling of acceptation of 
the startling results of the late war. . . The sanctity of the Union is tacitly conceded.”  
Even though some were still bitter, many Confederates realized the error of their ways. 
Returning to the Centennial, he desired the “starry flag be unfurled in a national cause. . . 
to convince the world that the whole American continent is to be reserved for the gradual 
occupation of popular governments.” Closing, he declared the Centennial to be the place 
for this: a forum to show the world the “adequacy of popular government. . . and the 
spontaneous joy of a free people in their unbroken Union and the restored unity of that 
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nationality, and none will hail the glorious old banner with more joy than the men of the 
South.” Here, then, was the Unionist remembrance.77   
 Clearly, Walls promoted a complex memory of the Civil War. Reunion between 
the North and South was to be desired, because that was why the war was fought—to 
preserve the Union. Walls had a unique perspective, speaking as a Union veteran, a 
former slave, and a Southern politician. And he supported the Centennial because of the 
intertwining of those three identities. He obviously wanted to speak for others of his race, 
but that was not the main purpose of his speech. Instead, he embraced he nationalist 
vision and argued for the unity of all Americans precisely because the Union had 
triumphed over rebellion and saved the nation.    
 Another African American congressman who joined the debate over funding the 
Centennial was Richard Cain, who had been born a freeman and was once an abolitionist. 
Now a member of the House of Representatives from South Carolina, he began his 
speech by discussing his race: “It is because the race to which I belong have been 
received into the nation . . . that I regard it as a duty which I owe to my constituency, and 
to those with whom I am more especially identified . . . to express my sentiments in 
relation to the great national celebration.” He dismissed the financial considerations, 
stressing that Americans must celebrate the hundredth year anniversary of the country’s 
birth; “Are not the people willing,” he asked, “to make that sacrifice, and to tax 
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themselves, so to speak, for the purpose of celebrating so great an event as the nation’s 
hundredth birthday?” 78 
 Cain argued that the benefits would more than make up for the cost. Bringing 
together the different sections and peoples, along with the money that would come from 
foreign visitors and investors, would more than make up for the few million dollars the 
Centennial Committee was asking for. And to the stated concern that not enough 
Americans would attend, “it is also a fact that whatever tends to national progress, 
whatever affects national character, affects the whole nation. Every man, woman, and 
child in this country will feel the influence of this great enterprise.” Previously, the 
country had been divided into the North, South, East, and West, he declared, but with the 
Centennial, people of different regions would gather together and “national harmony and 
national unity shall be brought about.” He hoped the Centennial would also serve to 
promote the advances of African Americans by showing “evidences of the development 
of the genius of my race.” He hoped that the fair would “effectually repel the charge 
often made of a lack of genius on their part.”79  
 Like Walls and the commissioners, the South Carolina congressman thought that 
the Centennial would “have an influence in healing the wounds caused by the war.” 
When Northerners and Southerners could “see the results of the genius and the arts of all 
of them, they will realize as never before our common brotherhood.” Cain wanted to 																																																								
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“heal every wound caused by the war” and “raise up that people with whom I am 
identified,” and ensure they enjoyed “all the privileges and blessings which any citizens 
of this great nation enjoy.” By 1876, he believed, Congress would pass both the civil 
rights and amnesty bills that Hawley also referred to and “the North and South, the East 
and West, can shake hands together under the dome of that great building” and there, 
they “shall there be united as never before—the men of all races on this continent. And 
then shall be brought to pass the realization of the sentiment that all men are equal and 
entitled to enjoy the same rights and immunities.” The Centennial, he concluded, would 
cause Americans to “realize how great we are and how wonderful has been our progress.” 
Like Walls, he argued for reunion. The Union had been preserved and slavery had been 
abolished—the Centennial would be the perfect place for all Americans to come together 
to affirm their common rights. Reunion would not erase African American rights but 
would instead promote them. 80 
 A white Southern Democrat from Alabama, Joseph Sloss, also joined the calls for 
supporting the Philadelphia fair to promote reunion. A former Confederate who had been 
elected to Congress in 1870 and reelected in 1872, Sloss noted that “It will show…a 
kindred spirit and a common brotherhood in a people recently torn by the bloodiest strife 
that history records, united under the folds of one flag and glorifying together in a 
common heritage of freedom.”  Sloss may have believed that it was in his interest to push 
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for reunion, as Reconstruction was ongoing; if he hoped that he, and others like him, 
were to return to power, they needed to make peace with their old enemies.81  
 Naturally, not everyone agreed with the Centennial. Many congressmen pointed 
to the economic condition of the country. Granville Barrere, a Republican from Illinois, 
supported the idea of the Centennial but thought that there was no way that the country 
could afford it in the midst of a depression and at a time when the South and West were 
impoverished.82 John Coburn, an Indiana Republican, also stressed economics in his 
opposition to the proposed funding plan. He did not think three million dollars would be 
enough, and the country could not afford it anyway. Besides, “This is our family 
gathering; this is our own season ‘for exultation, for gratitude, and joy’ over the birth of 
our liberties, and not a mere exposition of our resources” and a World’s Fair ultimately 
cheapened it.83 A Tennessee Republican, David A. Nunn, also pointed to the economic 
crisis in speaking against the funding, but made sure he was not grouped with the 
Southern Democrats who opposed the plan. He insisted that the South was impoverished 
because the Confederates had caused the war. He also stressed that Southern Democrats 
voted against civil rights and educational support for the freedmen. Careful to 
disassociate himself from the Democrats of the South, he still could not vote for the “Big 																																																								
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Show” when there were people “drowning and starving” in his state, a clear reference to a 
flood on the Cumberland River that spring.84    
 Despite the arguments of supporters like Walls and Cain, the funding measure 
could not get enough traction in Congress. Perhaps this was because the debate over the 
issue did not fall along party lines. Partisanship could prove beneficial, as it could bring 
the organizational support and the weight of congressional leadership to bear when 
needed. In the end, the 1874 funding plan failed, with representatives of Western states 
voting in opposition. And those Western congressmen voted against it primarily for 
economic reasons. The context of the depression made any new appropriation difficult, 
much less one that seemed frivolous in comparison to other considerations. One such 
consideration that mattered to Westerners was infrastructure, as the continual calls for 
improved transportation in the West fed both speculation and real demand for railroads. 
Meanwhile, ongoing tensions with Native Americans in the West raised the specter of 
war and the need for more military spending. The Red River War against the Comanche, 
Kiowa, and Southern Cheyenne in 1874 already loomed in the West during these debates 
and that summer saw the outbreak of hostilities. For Western politicians, any funding for 
the Centennial seemed like a waste of money in a time of economic crisis when their 
constituents wanted railroads and troops. Thus, their votes defeated the funding plan.85  
 
																																																								
84 Congressional Record, House of Representatives, 43rd Congress, 1st Session, Vol. 2, Pt. 6, 
Appendix, 249 (May 7, 1874); Nashville Union and American, April 16, 1874. 
 
85 Trout, 1876, 25-26. 
		65 		
Planning in the Context of Reconstruction 
The money problems faced by the Centennial planners did not go away. In 
December 1875, another reception for Congress was held at the fairgrounds. The 
President and the Supreme Court were also there. The goal, clearly, was to show what 
had already been accomplished, and to get the government to contribute some money 
towards the fair. John C. Bullitt, chairman of the Citizens’ Committee, detailed the vast 
sums other countries had promised for the Centennial. His goal was clearly to emphasize 
that the United States government was stingy when it came to promoting the fair.  Japan 
had appropriated $600,000, for instance. Running through the numbers, he showed that 
the amount needed was a little over $1.5 million, the same amount requested in the bill 
that had already been presented to Congress a little over a week before, on December 8. 86 
In the Centennial Commission petition to Congress, they argued that they had done 
nobly, “struggling against a remarkably prolonged financial depression,” but 
“subscriptions have slackened because of a prevalent belief that the time has arrived 
when Congress may justly and wisely assist.” The exhibition offered “a grand 
opportunity to renew among ourselves the bonds of brotherhood and patriotism.” 
Knowing that the issue was sure to rouse much debate, Congress again decided to limit 
the amount of time each speaker could hold the floor. Much like the earlier vote, the 
debate became enmeshed in issues of Civil War memory, Reconstruction politics, and the 
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very meaning of the nation—whether it was composed of individual states whose rights 
superseded the federal government, or if the nation was something greater than the sum 
of its parts. Such arguments resurrected the conflict between state’s rights versus federal 
government power. In particular, the issue of amnesty returned—and if it should be 
extended to Jefferson Davis. 87 
 In the House of Representatives, Radical Republican congressman James Blaine 
of Maine, who would soon move to the United States Senate and who was already acting 
on his presidential ambitions, opposed even debating the amnesty bill and called upon his 
colleagues to move on to the Centennial bill instead. He and Samuel J. Randall, a 
Pennsylvania Democrat argued over which should take precedence, with the 
Pennsylvania man ironically focusing on amnesty rather than the fair that would be held 
in his home state. In his discourse, Blaine spoke at length on why Jefferson Davis should 
not be granted amnesty. The American government had been magnanimous for allowing 
so many Southerners who had rebelled to rejoin the fold, and even more had been granted 
individual pardons through congressional legislation. By late 1875, only a select few 
remained unpardoned, and the Radical Republican from New England insisted that some 
of them should remain forever unpardoned because they had committed the unpardonable 
sin of treason. Some rebels, like Robert Toombs, traveled widely in Europe and across 
the US, stating boldly that “he would not ask the United States for citizenship.” If he was 
not prepared to swear allegiance, Blaine did not see why “Congress should…gushingly 
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request him to favor us by coming back.” However, there was one soul who should be 
exempt from ever receiving a pardon—Jefferson Davis. Not because he was the only one 
responsible—“Mr. Davis was just as guilty, no more so, no less so, than thousands of 
others who have already received the benefit and grace of amnesty” but because he was 
“the author, knowingly, deliberately, guiltily, and willfully, of the gigantic murders and 
crimes at Andersonville.” A member of the House then added from the floor, “And 
Libby,” raising the specter of the notorious Confederate prison in Richmond alongside 
the horrors of the Georgia camp. What happened during the “hideous crime of 
Andersonville” was worse than the Saint Bartholomew massacre, “the thumb-screws and 
engines of torture of the Spanish Inquisition,” and other atrocities. When applause broke 
out in the galleries, the Speaker threatened to have the audience cleared.88 
 Others in the House argued against Blaine, insisting that the Centennial year was 
a time for forgiveness. Democratic representative Samuel Cox of New York found it 
distasteful that his Republican colleague would go on at some length about the reasons 
why Jefferson Davis should never be granted amnesty. Cox noted that Blaine, “has seen 
proper at the beginning of this centennial year to tear away the plasters of prudence over 
the green and bloody wounds of our civil conflict.”89 And Pennsylvania Republican 
William Kelley, a key proponent of the Centennial, also argued for Davis’s amnesty. If 																																																								
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he was the only one exempted, it would seem as if Americans still feared him, Kelley 
suggested. He also worried about how international observers would view this restriction 
of rights: “They would all believe that the chief of the confederacy was deemed so 
powerful for evil that the American Government dared not formally invest him with 
rights” like they had with so many other ex-Confederates, including one man who sat 
there today, Alexander Stephens. If Americans were to shun Davis while they embraced 
his second in command, foreign spectators would “believe that this other man [Davis] is 
believed to possess such power for evil, is so satanic in his power—and when I use that 
word, I accept it as representing that one power which all the world regards as able to 
compete in evil with the Omnipotence itself—for if his power be not of that kind then we 
may well admit him.” He concluded, “To thus distinguish Jefferson Davis is to honor him 
overmuch.” He segued into another topic then, reminding his listeners that three years 
ago, he had implored them to fund the Centennial, so that “all the world might see that 
the Union had been restored and might contemplate the power and resources of that 
restored Union.” He repeated his words from that previous speech in 1873, declaring that 
the Centennial should be a “year of jubilee” and granting Davis amnesty would mean that 
there was neither slave nor state prisoner in the American nation. To international 
visitors, he wanted to show that “republicanism is peace and order and liberty.”90 Thus, 
Kelley explicitly linked amnesty and the Centennial.  
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Alfred Waddell, a Democrat from North Carolina, also spoke in support of the 
Centennial bill, despite the acrimonious discussions of the last several days dealing with 
the amnesty debate. He believed that Southerners voting for the Centennial, in spite of the 
debate about amnesty, would show others the “spirit which animates us.” He did not 
blame all Northerners, and instead wanted to forget the past: “We wish to act in regard to 
that melancholy chapter in American history as Noah’s sons did to him in the hour of his 
humiliation. We would sir, with averted looks and backward steps cast the mantle of 
oblivion over it…. We wish to maintain the honor and character of the American Union” 
and would not be riled by the “disturbers of the public peace,” such as Blaine. 91 He knew 
of other Southerners who were determined to not vote for the exhibition, until the 
amnesty debate was settled. But now, they were “determined to support it, in order that 
they may set an example of patriotism which they wish to see followed.” He appealed to 
other Southerners to unite with him “in doing an act which can only promote the honor 
and advance the interests of this country and the peace and happiness of its people.”92 
       A few days later, Blaine returned to his amendment, this time linking it to the 
Centennial as his opponents had. “Suppose Jefferson Davis is not pardoned; suppose he is 
not amnestied. O! you cannot have a centennial year without that!” he remarked 
sarcastically. He continued, “If you ask that there may be harmonious and universal 
rejoicing over every forgiven man, release all your criminals; set free every man who has 																																																								
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been sentenced for piracy or for murder by your United States courts; proclaim the 
jubilee indeed.”93 Noting some of the attacks on Republican governments in the South, 
including that of Governor Adelbert Ames of Mississippi and William Woods Holden of 
North Carolina, Blaine linked those situations to Davis: “The legislation proposed here 
has this end, that two friends of the Union, one a Union man of North Carolina and the 
other as gallant a Union soldier as ever tied sash around his body, are to be disfranchised 
and disabled men,” and meanwhile, “poor Jefferson Davis is to be let free to enjoy the 
centennial at Philadelphia.” Such a situation should have been unfathomable, he 
indicated.94 
 For over two weeks, the House debated the Centennial bill. National honor and 
international image were at stake to some, and if the government did not fund it, the 
entire world would look down on America. Pennsylvania Democrat James Hopkins 
thought that it would be preferable for the country to be “dismembered” than for the 
“Union” to “be preserved unbroken” and “subject to the well-deserved sneers of sister 
nations.” Thirty-eight nations from “all parts of the habitable globe” had accepted the 
invitation to participate in the Exhibition, “most of them habituated to and believing in 
monarchical government; but all come to do honor to the young Republic.” Disunion was 
a better fate than a poor international image, and in some ways his speech hearkened back 
to the arguments about a war for union—to prove a republican government’s superiority 
to that of monarchy. The country most worthy of praise was Great Britain, which showed 
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“the most amazing and most admirable magnanimity” for “joining in the celebration of 
an event which lost her these vast possessions. The benignant mother comes to honor the 
refractory child and to rejoice in her growth and prosperity.”95  
 Hopkins claimed that George Washington himself gave the stamp of approval to 
hosting international exhibitions. “I cannot forbear intimating to you,” Hopkins quoted 
Washington, “the expediency of giving effectual encouragement, as well to the 
introduction of new and useful inventions from abroad” and learning how to produce 
them “at home.” Like so many other politicians, Hopkins went back to those founding 
fathers in order to ground his own argument. “Who here is prepared to help drag America 
from the proud position she holds among sister-powers and lay her prostrate in 
humiliation and shame?” if they are unwilling to fund the fair. Seeing the mass influx of 
foreigners would “make our national family more compact,” and the “Spirit of ’76 will 
breathe its influence upon our people, and make us feel that we have a common 
inheritance of glorious memories. . . . [A]ll animosities, all angry memories, must fade 
away as an unpleasant and to-be-forgotten dream.” 96 
 Another Northern Democrat, Abram Hewitt of New York, also a member of the 
Centennial Board of Finance, stressed the international issue: America had already 
invited other countries, they had accepted and spent money on their spaces—now, the 
government had to pay up or risk national embarrassment. He was also convinced that it 
would aid the country’s financial state, both because of the influx of foreign money and 
																																																								95	Ibid.,	479 (Jan. 18, 1876).	
 
96 Ibid., 479-80.  
		72 		
because Americans would buy goods: “The channels of business will thus be re-opened.” 
Failure at the fair would also expose American weakness and “inferiority” in 
manufacturing and art, which only needed “to be made apparent in order to be 
overcome.” He then noted the positive effects caused by previous exhibitions, arguing 
that they had helped especially in the steel and the leather industries.97 
 Carter Harrison, an Illinois Democrat who had travelled abroad, claimed that 
when he was in Europe in 1874, he spoke to at least one hundred people who planned on 
coming to the Centennial. These European visitors were “not poor and homeless 
emigrants,” but “men of means and intelligence” who intended to travel throughout the 
country in 1876. He again traveled to Europe in 1875 and “found that a wet blanket had 
been thrown over this whole thing. Men told me that they did not intend to come; that the 
American people were too niggard to make an appropriation for the purpose.” It was 
simply a local affair, they now believed. If they came, if the fair was funded, these 
foreigners were sure to spend millions, however. The fair would also aid the economy, as 
it would boost consumer confidence and would “put idle money into circulation. The 
people will for the moment forget the hard times, and in that very forgetfulness 
confidence will be begotten.” It would also bring Americans into closer contact with 
other countries. Southerners would no longer be strangers or enemies, and Americans 
would feel that people from other nations were “all men and brothers.” By bringing 
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Europeans to the US, “we will awaken in them an interest in our affairs and thus bring 
them in closer communion with ourselves.” 98 
 The Illinois Democrat also hoped “that my southern friends…will not allow this 
opportunity to pass without proving to the North that they have as much pride in the 
Fourth of July as any man in the North.” John Atkins, a Tennessee Democrat, replied to 
Harrison, “Does the gentleman mean to imply that members who are opposed to this bill 
are disloyal to the Government?” Harrison told him “By no means…Although I did not 
fight myself, I have read that brave men are always the first to strike hands across the 
bloody chasm; that true soldiers bear no ill-will after the smoke of battle is over.” Atkins 
rebutted that he was “ready to strike hands across the bloody chasm,” but he was “not 
going to vote for this bill.” Harrison said that this was his right, but at the same time, he 
hoped that the vote would pass by as unanimously as possible—“it would be for the good 
of the whole country.” 99 
 They were not the only men who made connections between the centennial and 
reconciliation. William Phillips, a Kansas Republican, was strongly in support of funding 
the fair and believed it would aid in the healing of the nation: “The nation that has spent 
four million in a day in war can afford a million and a half once in a hundred years to 
render civil wars impossible. Those who lately sought to destroy the Union know that 
they made a mistake; but they are high-strung like the rest of us and of course do not 
want to be eternally reminded of it.” He then added, “A cluster of old memories will 
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come back to them and to us…and there, on the altar of Union and freedom, we will 
together swear eternal fealty to the grandest government God ever gave to the children of 
men.” 100 
 Another Democrat, John Reagan of Texas, took the floor and connected the 
Centennial to the Civil War and to the government’s neglect of its veterans. He lamented 
that soldiers who had fought in the War of 1812 and then later sympathized with the 
Confederacy were not eligible for pensions. There were also government workers who 
carried the mail who were ineligible for money. Such men, “while they may rejoice at 
every step toward peace and reconciliation, must still feel that they are precluded from 
participating in the feelings of universal joy which should characterize the year and the 
occasion…there is no year of peace and jubilee for them.”101 
 The Texas orator continued, “The southern people are peculiarly interested in the 
events of this year. A great and protracted civil war…and a system of what was called 
reconstruction measures, as disastrous to them as the war itself, have so wrenched and 
distorted the Constitution” that a “recurrence to the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence…[is] a paramount necessity.” He would vote for the appropriation and 
show “that we at least can forgive in our sufferings and sorrows, if other cannot in their 
triumphs and prosperity.” By that vote, “I give one of the best pledges I can of the desire 
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of our people to be restored to their proper place in the Union, to participate on its 
prosperity, to enjoy the blessings common to all others in it, and share in its glories.”102 
 Alexander Cochrane, a Pennsylvania Democrat, voted against the bill on 
Constitutional grounds, even though he was in favor of the exhibition. He hoped that it 
would “serve to kindle anew in the American heart the fire of patriotism” and “obliterate 
all distinctions between the people of the North and South, the East and West.” He 
continued: “Shiloh, Antietam, and Gettysburg would be forgotten in the remembrance of 
Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill; and then we could march forward into the second 
century of our Republic a free, united people, with one ambition, one interest, one flag, 
one country.” Cochrane scoffed at the idea of national honor being at stake: “Who is it 
that has raised this cry of ‘national honor?’” he asked. Was it “Our people at home? No; 
but the friends and advocates of the centennial exposition.” Those men were “in no 
position to preach about national honor,” as “they have thrice pledged their honor to this 
House that they will not ask for a dollar of appropriation from public moneys.” 103 
 William Frye, a Maine Republican, did not care about constitutional scruples. 
For him, the Constitution was an “enigma” and had been since childhood. “Under it 
almost anything has been done that men desire to do, and their course has been defended. 
The gentleman from Georgia [Democrat Benjamin H. Hill] could wrong the Union and 
go out of it, and at the same time hug that Constitution to his breast.” The New Englander 
did not spare his own party: “We of the republican party saw in the Constitution power to 
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do almost anything without limit,” including “compel the gentleman to come back into 
the Union. We honestly justified ourselves under the Constitution; they as honestly took 
the same Constitution with them when they attempted to leave.” His main desire was to 
“beat the nations of the world, and to let our people know that we do beat them. That is 
my only desire and only wish, and it appeals to me strongly.” And Americans would see 
how talented they really were and would “become a thoroughly united people, 
enthusiastically in favor of their country against the world.” And to those who argued that 
the poorest of Americans were footing the bill without sharing in the proceeds, he 
remarked that those “toilers” were the ones who most “love the Republic” and supported 
the Centennial enthusiastically. If the Centennial succeeded, those same “mechanics” and 
“artisans” would also succeed. He ignored the unskilled laborers in this argument, of 
course. 104 
 Meanwhile, John Tucker, a Virginia Democrat whose illustrious family had 
served in the governing of the Old Dominion for generations, disagreed entirely on the 
subject of the constitutionality of the issue. The Congressman who had previously served 
as Virginia’s State Attorney General thought that the Centennial should really be about 
celebrating the Constitution, with its restriction on the centralization of power. His point 
was clear as the former Confederate and pro-slavery advocate held strongly to a state’s 
rights view. He opposed funding on constitutional grounds, but he was also making a 
much more nefarious, and perhaps, treasonous point, given the context of the times by 
suggesting that states had more authority than the federal government. Such point was 																																																								
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rooted in the Civil War. The unreconstructed rebel thus rejected Union victory. Tucker 
and James Garfield then got into an argument about whether or not George Washington 
resigned his commission from the royal army before taking part in the “rebellion” as 
Tucker called it, clearly using that word in a much more positive light than when it was 
usually invoked. He subsequently became embroiled in another squabble with John 
Baker, an Indiana Republican who asked him if he believed that “the people of the United 
States constitute a nation and the Government thereof a national government?” which he 
refused to answer. Baker and Tucker showed competing visions of the nation, as their 
debate exposed two viewpoints: Baker viewed the nation as being supreme while Tucker 
believed that his state was autonomous. Clearly, despite the Union’s victory, the different 
visions of the nation that animated sectional politics continued to divide the North and 
South.105 
 Even though his state was too poor to contribute to the Centennial, Tucker 
insisted that “old Virginia, rent in twain, impoverished, in her weeds of 
widowhood…with a soul as true to the constitutional Union as when she first proposed 
independence” would be there. And, “when this Government is restored to its pristine 
purity, and the principles of the Revolution are re-established…when Virginia and all her 
sister States shall be free in the direction of their internal polity, and be uncontrolled in 
their autonomy…she will…unite with Massachusetts” in proclaiming Daniel Webster’s 
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famous line, “Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable.” Yet none of this 
could happen, Tucker argued, until Reconstruction came to an end.106 
 Martin Townsend of New York, jumped right into the sectional fray, pitching in 
to fight the same old issues that had divided the North and South throughout the 
nineteenth century and caused the War of the Rebellion. While some Southerners might 
complain about their impoverished region as a way to rebut funding the centennial, 
Townsend argued that many parts of the South were flourishing, as they never had before 
the war. Far from being vanquished victims, many Southerners benefited from losing the 
rebellion.  
 Economics, constitutional issues, and Lost Cause arguments did not convince 
Townsend. The nation had just spent five billion dollars to ensure its existence by 
defeating the rebellion, so why not display its national power and pride at the fair? Just as 
Mary spent her precious perfume anointing Jesus’ feet rather than selling it to feed the 
poor, the federal government should bestow its resources on securing the fair’s success, 
he commented. Comparing a World’s Fair to Jesus Christ surely must have raised some 
eyebrows, but nationalism was already a civil religion. Townsend likewise denounced 
constitutional arguments against the Centennial. Referring to the ongoing debates over 
the Currency Question that divided the Goldbugs who supported the gold standard from 
the inflationists who wanted fiat money, he argued that “Pretty much the entire 
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confederate phalanx” voted for Greenbacks, and where was the constitutionality of 
that?107  
 Of course, not only former Confederates cared about constitutionality and 
government overreach, but Townsend argued that the Democrats merely wanted an 
excuse to not support the bill. He refused to believe that they sincerely held principled 
views on limited government and the Constitution. Waving the bloody shirt against his 
political foes, Townsend rebuked those Northerners who agreed with the Southern 
Democrats: “we sat here when he [a Confederate senator] was gone and tried to save this 
country so that there should be a centennial.” If all else failed, Republicans would rally 
support by reminding their audience that the Democrats had started the rebellion and 
were responsible for the Civil War. Finally, the New Yorker turned to the history of 
slavery: “we muzzled the ox”; now freedmen should reap the benefits. “He that does the 
work” should get some of the proceeds. Here, he brought together emancipation with the 
Republican ideology of free labor in arguing for funding the Centennial.108 Townsend 
also expressed fear, worrying that one of the Georgia senators would attack him, as 
Preston Brooks attacked Charles Sumner. He “hope[d] that in the future the gentleman 
will confine himself to debate and not to threats and not to go to war.” Debating the 
Centennial opened old wounds and showcased how Reconstruction was a continuation of 
the Civil War.109 
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  Many Southern Democrats opposed the call for funding. Phillip Cook of Georgia 
offered another rebel view of the matter when he denounced the Centennial. Giving little 
attention to the fair itself, the former Confederate general who had been wounded three 
times during the rebellion focused instead on slavery and Reconstruction. It was New 
England’s fault that the South was burdened by slavery, Cook argued. Georgia did not 
want the institution, but the Puritan slave traders of New England had pushed the labor 
system on the planters of the South who needed workers. Of course, once the self-
righteous and hypocritical Yankees had “filled their coffers” with their participation in 
the slave trade, they changed their minds. New Englanders decided that slavery was 
immoral and argued that it should be abolished. The Georgian discussed the onerous 
taxes on cotton levied under Republican rule during Reconstruction, saying that his state 
had taxation but no representation. He conveniently failed to mention that it was the 
rebellion that led to Georgia losing its place in the federal government. Instead he argued 
that Southerners were being taxed one-and-a-half-million dollars for something they did 
not want. Those supporting the Centennial “wandered through the Constitution from one 
provision to another, like a New England tramp or a carpet-bagger,” picking and 
choosing those parts that suited their purposes. Cook particularly mentioned the 
Fourteenth Amendment, arguing that it guaranteed that only Union veterans could serve 
in Congress, ignoring the fact that he himself was both a Confederate veteran and a 
member of Congress. He also managed to work in a jab at the Freedmen’s Bureau but 
insisted that it was the Republicans who were trying to drum up bitter feelings. He was 
careful to offer no defense of slavery, instead stressing government overreach and 
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couching his opposition to the Centennial as a defense of the Constitution. Cook’s speech 
expressed the bitterness of former rebels and contained important elements of the 
emerging Lost Cause memory of the Civil War by deflecting blame about slavery and by 
blaming the North for all the South’s ills. 110  
 But not all who used constitutional grounds and a vision of limited government to 
oppose the Centennial came from the South. One could make rational arguments against 
the expansion of government without embracing a Lost Cause defense of rebellion and 
slavery. A Democratic senator from Pennsylvania, William Stenger, agreed with his 
Georgia colleague on the constitutional issues at stake. To be sure, the Northern senator 
did agree that there should be amnesty for former Confederates. But he also argued for 
the benefits of abolition: “This century, which has seen the shackles stricken from every 
slave, should be crowned with the glory of the removal of all political disabilities from 
every citizen of the United States.”111 
 Democrat William Felton from Georgia also turned around the argument about 
needing funding because the US had invited other countries. Foreigners would learn that 
“here is the best government the world ever saw.” While “European and Asiatic 
monarchies and despotisms” believed that government intervention in every enterprise 
was necessary, it was different in America. When those from other countries visited the 
fair, they would “learn that here government is dwarfed” and all power resided “with the 
people.” Government funding would disprove the capabilities of the American system of 
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politics. To fund it would “exhibit to all of Europe tendencies to the same centralism 
under which they have been trained and by which they have been crushed.”112  
 The long debates in the House over funding the Centennial finally came to a close 
on January 22, 1876 and the vote was taken a few days later on January 25. In the end, 
146 voted for the bill and 130 voted against it, with 14 abstaining, and the bill 
appropriating 1.5 million to the exhibition, as a loan, passed the House. The debate in the 
Senate was short-lived, unlike in the House and the Senate voted for the bill 41-15 on 
February 10. The President signed the bill on February 16, less than three months before 
the fair opened. A further fifteen were absent or abstained. Many, but not all, of those that 
voted against the bill were white Southern democrats. Republicans made up both the 
majority of the Senate and tended to vote for the Centennial, whereas Democrats tended 
to oppose it. That kind of party-line tendency also occurred in the House, where 
Democrats had the majority.113 The stipulation that the government would not be held 
liable for the Centennial came up once more, after the fair was over. The Board of 
Finance felt they did not have to pay back the federal government—that the 1.5 million 
was a donation. The Supreme Court, however, ruled it was in fact a loan, and the United 
States Government was a creditor who needed to be paid before shareholders could 
realize their profit. It was a blow to those expecting to profit from the Centennial but in a 
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time of government spending cuts and the end of Reconstruction, the conclusion made 
perfect sense. 114 
 Ultimately, Congress proved to have a complicated relationship to the Centennial, 
willing to lend its national seal of approval but reluctant to extend much help beyond that. 
The debates in Congress exposed many of the issues in the country at the time, 
particularly issues relating to the economy, Reconstruction, and memories of the Civil 
War. In order to secure the loan, Hawley and his allies had to navigate the complicated 
political waters of the time. As Americans struggled through depression and redefined 
themselves in the aftermath of the Civil War, they found themselves in a fluid and 
unsettled course where meanings were unclear and contested. In the midstream of the 
politics of Reconstruction in the 1870s, they looked back to remember the past and 
prepare for the coming Centennial.  
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Chapter Two 
The Civil War and Reconstruction at the Centennial 
  Americans contested the legacies of the Civil War at the Centennial. Despite its 
purpose to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of American independence, the 
Exhibition actually served as a stage for controversy and conflicted memories of the more 
recent war and the issues it raised, including freedom, race, and the role of government in 
society. From artwork to soldiers’ gatherings to political speeches and individual actions, 
the War of the Rebellion repeatedly defined the 1876 celebration as sectionalism between 
North and South reigned over the fair. Debates over slavery, reunion, and Reconstruction 
came up often, and different Americans—white, black, Northerner, Southerner—
contested the meanings of the Civil War that supplanted the American Revolution at the 
country’s birthday celebration. Even before the fair, Centennial planners realized that 
issues surrounding the war would be inseparable from the event itself. They hoped that 
this period of national celebration would help to heal the sectional strife and bring the 
nation back together again. But the organizers, most of them Northern political and 
business leaders, wanted reconciliation on their own terms, which meant a celebration 
and acceptance of Union victory, as well as a celebration of emancipation, which 
sometimes included a recognition of citizenship rights for African Americans. The end of 
slavery brought about a more perfect union and celebrating the centennial and celebrating 
abolition often went hand-in-hand.    
 Several distinct ideas which circulated at the Exhibition shaped the legacies of the 
Civil War. While memories of the Civil War were still in flux in the 1870s, there were 
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elements of Unionist, Emancipationist, Reconciliationist, and Lost Cause ideas that were 
in place at the Centennial. For the sake of clarity, these terms will be used here in 
discussing the memories at the Centennial. First, nationalists celebrated Northern victory 
and demanded reunion on terms that remembered why the war was fought and the 
significance of its outcome. Second, some promoted an abolitionist or emancipationist 
view that saw slavery as the central cause of the war and its end as the most important 
legacy of the conflict. Third, reconciliation seemed possible with the call for a reunion 
rooted in the shared heritage of the Revolution. Fourth, and finally, many white 
Southerners promoted a developing Lost Cause perspective. This memory encompassed 
several issues. First, there was a tendency to deflect attention away from slavery as a 
cause of the war. When slavery was mentioned, Lost Cause proponents often emphasized 
that slaves were happy and content. Southerners would focus on states’ rights and the 
overreach of the federal government. Much of the Southern opposition to the Centennial 
emphasized that the federal government was meddling in state affairs. Finally, Lost 
Cause proponents praised their military leadership and the heroism of the common 
soldier. There was also a bitterness towards their foes and a defensive pride in what the 
former rebels considered an honorable defeat. These conflicting feelings about the Civil 
War animated the politics of Reconstruction which provided the immediate context for 
the Centennial.115 
 
 																																																								
115 See Blight, Race and Reunion and Janney, Remembering the Civil War.  
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The Unionist Perspective 
 Many of the exhibitions at the fair promoted an explicitly Unionist message, 
showcasing Northern triumph and the might of the federal government. This was literally 
the case with the Volunteer Soldier or American Soldier statue, an imposing figure that 
towered twenty-feet high outside Memorial Hall. At the end of the exhibition, it was 
moved to Antietam National Cemetery to commemorate the Northern victory purchased 
with soldiers’ blood. The massive statue of a Union soldier proudly projected the nation’s 
victory over rebellion and Northern veterans no doubt saw it as a fitting display. In the 
official guide to the art at the Centennial, Edward Strahan described the statue, “Like the 
nation he defends, this colossus is in the bloom of youth, and like it he is hard and firm 
though alert.” The soldier is “a sentinel not to be trifled with.”116 Such a symbol was not 
welcoming to everyone, however, as it served as a reminder of Northern victory and 
Southern defeat. The statue’s placement indicated that the process of memorializing the 
Civil War had begun, as Americans came to terms with what the conflict had meant and 
what it had cost.117 Other works of art in Memorial Hall also depicted the Civil War. 
Many of these pieces brought dramatic reactions in newspapers and other sources, 
indicating deep disagreements about what the late war had meant. 
																																																								
116 Edward Strahan, The Masterpieces of the Centennial International Exhibition Volume I Fine Art 
(Philadelphia: Gebbie & Barrie, ND), 63. 
 
117 Kirk Savage explains how this specific type of statue gained prominence in the years after the Civil 
War. For his interpretation on how the citizen soldier homogenized the racial landscape and also helped 
reconcile nationalism and individualism, see Kirk Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, 
and Monument in Nineteenth Century America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 162-208 
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Figure 2.1 The American Volunteer 
 The Battle of Gettysburg, depicting Pickett’s Charge, by Peter Rothermel was one 
of the most famous paintings displayed at the Centennial, and newspaper accounts, 
artistic criticism, and visitors’ diaries all reviewed it. John Sartain, who was in charge of 
the Art Department, explained that the director general of the Exhibition, A. T. Goshorn, 
had “a decided objection to all that class of pictures that were calculated to awaken ill 
feelings in our Southern visitors, such as the Battle of Gettysburg.”118 All who saw it 
remarked upon the sheer size of the painting, as it was huge and held a prominent place in 
the American section of the vast art gallery. White Southerners saw it as an insult and 
complained that it reminded them of their defeat. Some Northerners agreed that it 
																																																								
118 Quoted in Mark Thistlewaite,“Magnificence and Terrible Truthfulness: Peter F. Rothermel’s The 
Battle of Gettysburg” in Making and Remaking Pennsylvania’s Civil War, edited by William Blair and 
William Pencak (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 237. The original is cited as 
John Sartain to A.T. Goshorn, July 21, 1876, Sartain Collection, Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
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insulted the South and one Philadelphia paper noted that “its offensiveness” should have 
been reason enough to ban it: “Its presence . . . is an insult to our Southern guests, 
because it is a reminder to them of defeat and humiliation, and because it represents all 
those who fought on the losing side as men of the most brutal and ruffianly type, and all 
those on the winning side as the noblest and most heroic.”119  
Clarence Cook, an art critic, commented that “The North must look at it, and the 
South must look at it: and do the Commissioners think that either the North or the South 
will take pleasure in the ghastly sight?” “The picture” he continued, “is not a picture of 
heroism. It is a picture of blood and fury, of men—of brother-men, of fellow citizens—
murdering one another in the lust of hate; of soldiers, brave men of South and North, in 
the spasms of mortal agony…horrors piled on horrors for a central show-piece at the 
Centennial feast of peace and good-will.” Cook believed that the painting would “sow ill-
will and discord, and reopen wounds once closed.” The only reason that it was on 
display, Cook asserted, was financial. Sartain was commissioned with engraving the 
painting to make it available for a mass audience, and its presence at the Centennial 
ensured that more people would want to buy a copy. “Ought there not to be some better 
reason than this for insulting the South with the memory of her defeat…some better 
																																																								
119 Gold discusses the painting at length in The Unfinished Exhibition, 71-97 and “Fighting it Over 
Again”: 277-310. She argues that it was a pro-Union, anti-Confederate painting, and that this contributed to 
it being so controversial as it “undermined the Centennial agenda to celebrate sectional reconciliation,” 
Unfinished Exhibition, 97. Mark Thistlewaite also discusses the controversial reactions to the painting in 
“Magnificence and Terrible Truthfulness: Peter F. Rothermel’s The Battle of Gettysburg” in Making and 
Remaking Pennsylvania’s Civil War, edited by William Blair and William Pencak (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 236-38. Philadelphia Inquirer, May 17, 1876. 
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reason for putting the whole North in the attitude it hates—that of one who likes to brag 
of his prowess and taunt his enemy with defeat,” Cook asked. 120 
 Other Northerners defended the painting, and one editor criticized “sentimental 
sticklers,” so easily offended. Southerners wanted it both ways, the writer emphasized. 
They not only wanted to be allowed to publicly promote their own view of the Civil War 
but also dictate how Northerners remembered the conflict. For example, Southerners 
called for placing a wreath on Stonewall Jackson’s grave and many monuments to the 
Lost Cause were already being built. “If the statues of rebel generals may be set up in a 
public place,” the Northern editor argued, “and a picture of Union triumph must not be 
hung for a few months in an art gallery, we are puzzled as to the outcome of that war for 
the Union.” He concluded by asking, “Were we righteously vanquished?”121 And a 
correspondent in the Christian Recorder, an African American paper, reported it as being 
“original and life-like … a grand success” criticizing those who judged it harshly and 
reporting that “Generals Meade, and Sherman and other military men, express their 
satisfaction with it, leading it in the highest terms. So the criticism of the envious is not of 
much value.”122 
																																																								
120 New York Tribune, May 4, 1876. Orcutt describes in detail the ways in which art was chosen. While 
Sartain formed committees dealing with selection and arrangement, he would sometimes “circumvent” 
their process and do whatever he wanted. But in theory, the Committee on Selection held the ultimate 
power in deciding which works of American art were accepted. In fact, a majority of the art submitted was 
accepted and rejection was infrequent. Their oversight did not extend to foreign exhibits, and each country 
had its own selection process. Orcutt, Power and Posterity, 39-46, 52. 
 
121 Trenton State Gazette, June 1, 1876 
 
122 The Christian Recorder, Sept. 28, 1876. 
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 Still others brought up violence in the South against African Americans: “That the 
Commissioners did not stop to ask the opinion of gentlemen who shoot down black and 
white Republicans in Louisiana or other places is not surprising,” the columnist wrote, 
also accusing those who opposed the painting as suffering from “jealousy.” A separate 
article satirically bemoaned the condition that white Southerners experienced: “The Black 
Republicans have again muddied the water up stream and outraged the white wolves in 
Louisiana. Such dreadful slaughter among the peaceable democratic sheep is enough to 
drive the battle of Gettysburg out of the Centennial exhibition altogether,” and then 
discussed the number of African Americans killed in the South. The violence was 
evidence of the “fostering influence of copperheadism,” and the writer implored that the 
“loyal men unite and crush out this domineering spirit, and then we may have real peace 
and a restored union.”123  
 Meanwhile, a white Southern writer critiqued the painting at length, seeing it as 
an “exhibition of ferocious and bloody antagonism.” He argued that the “representations 
of Northerners bayoneting Southerners” were “cruel.” He thought the painting was a 
disgrace.124  
																																																								
123 Daily Record of the Times (Wilkes-Barre, PA), May 18, 1876. A separate article of the same issue 
remarked that the violence in Louisiana “is enough to drive the battle of Gettysburg out of the Centennial 
exhibition all together.” 
 
124 Times-Picayune, Sept. 3, 1876. 
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Figure 2.2 The Battle of Gettysburg 
 Another writer satirized these reactions—depicting an old Union and Confederate 
veteran battling in front of the painting. He described the scene as “Two one legged relics 
of the late war . . . stood before it, wrangling and almost fighting it over again.”125 Such 
satire cut deep, as Americans took the image of the war seriously in the midst of 
Reconstruction. Remembering the war and fighting over its meaning was not just the 
pasttime of old veterans. Instead, such arguments remained central to the politics of the 
																																																								
125 Bricktop Stories. Going to the Centennial: A Guy to the Exhibition. New York: Collins and Small, 
1876, 33 
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time and the meaning of the image of battle spoke volumes to those who gazed upon the 
giant painting. 
 
Figure 2.3 “Fighting the Battle over Again” 
 Another series of images reminded viewers of the causes of the conflict.  
Specifically, white artist Thomas Waterman Wood’s A Bit of War History provided a 
different interpretation of the Civil War. Three paintings comprised this series: The 
Contraband, The Recruit, and The Veteran.126 In the first, the subject, an African 
																																																								
126 Savage notes that such juxtapositions or “before-and-after” images were relatively common during 
the war. Showing the transformation of the slave into the Union soldier in some ways dispelled arguments 
about the unsuitability of black soldiers, Standing Soldiers, 97-98. Not much has been written about Wood, 
who lived from 1823-1903. Apparently “Sensitive portrayals of southern blacks, free blacks in the North, 
and black soldiers from the Civil War occupied Wood for some thirty-five years” after he took a European 
tour in the late 1850s. In 1867, His A Bit of War History was “exhibited” with “great acclaim at the 
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American man, had escaped from slavery, as alluded to by calling him “contraband,” an 
oft-used, if controversial, term for escaped slaves who turned up in Union lines during the 
war, some of whom were later recruited by the North as soldiers.127 The same man was 
the subject and focus of all three of the three paintings and, in The Contraband, he stared 
directly at the viewer, looking eager to enlist as he lifted his hat as a sign of respect for 
the unseen officer in the recruiting station. He wore the tattered clothes of slavery as he 
stood amid the accoutrements of war that surrounded him in the provost’s office.  
 
Figure 2.4 The Contraband 
																																																								
National Academy of Design, an organization he served as president from 1890 to 1900.” The paintings are 
currently located at the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. For a brief biography, see Charles C. 
Eldredge, Tales from the Easel: American Narrative Painting from Southeastern Museums, Circa 1800-
1950 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2004), 200. 
 
127 For more on the debate to enlist African American soldiers, see Gary Gallagher, Union War 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 75-119.  
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In the second painting, The Recruit, the same man now wore the Union soldier’s 
uniform. He had picked up the rifle, which had been by the chair in the first image, and 
now carried it against his shoulder. Clearly ready to march into battle, he no longer 
looked at the viewer, but rather gazed off into the distance, with a solemn, sure 
expression. This depiction contrasted sharply with those who held negative views 
towards black soldiers, seeing them as unprofessional and unmanly. This painting was a 
clear image of how Unionist and Emancipationist memories could coexist, and how a war 
for Union could also promote a positive image of African American soldiers. A slave 
escaped, became a contraband, and then enlisted in the Union army to fight for both the 
nation and to end slavery.  
 
 
 
Figure 2.5 The Recruit 
		95 		
 In the final painting in the series, The Veteran, the same man has returned to the 
office after the war. Like so many other veterans, he was maimed, having lost a leg 
fighting for the Union and the cause of freedom. Now on crutches, he saluted the Union 
officer, but has put aside his weapon—the war was over, the Union victorious, and 
slavery abolished. Still optimistic, as shown by his expression, the man seemed to 
indicate that his sacrifice was worth it. Symbolically, the flag still flew in the back office 
and could be seen through the doorway, but the drum that had been there in the previous 
pictures was gone because the war was over and the victory won. The flag was worn and 
tattered, not nearly in as good a condition as it had been before, but remained proud and 
upright—as did the veteran. The nation, like the individual, had fought and won.  
 
Figure 2.6 The Veteran 
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The paintings, taken together, showed the sacrifice of this man (and his race, by 
extension) in achieving Union victory. He had taken his place in a nation that was 
secured by his fighting.128 During Reconstruction, the series conveyed another message 
by raising the question: how could Northerners abandon African Americans in the South 
when blacks themselves had contributed so much to the Union victory? Many 
Northerners were tired of Reconstruction policy and the “Southern Question” that never 
seemed to end. But with continuing violence carried out by the Ku Klux Klan and the 
return of former Confederates to political power, could they afford to end the military 
occupation of the South? To do so might mean abandoning the brave black soldiers who 
had fought alongside Northern whites and it might mean losing the peace after winning 
the war. To unreconstructed white Southerners, of course, the images symbolized their 
defeat and the end of the racial order that they cherished. Black soldiers meant the end of 
slavery and the potential destruction of white supremacy, and many white Southerners 
shuddered at the sight of the African American in the hated Union blue and took his very 
existence as an insult.129  
																																																								
128 For more on black Union soldiers, see James McPherson, The Negro’s Civil War: How American 
Blacks Felt and Acted During the War for the Union (New York: Random House, 2008); Howard 
Westwood, Black Troops, White Commanders and Freedmen During the Civil War (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1992); Joseph Glatthaar, Forged in Battle: The Civil War Alliance of Black 
Soldiers and White Officers (New York: The Free Press, 1990. 
 
129 Scholars have interpreted these painting in a few ways. Gold saw the paintings, particularly the last 
one, as registering a hopelessness for the future, Gold, Unfinished Exhibition, 105-08. Megan Kate Nelson, 
in contrast, suggested a different interpretation: “Observers clearly associated the loss of limbs with the 
acquisition of black manhood and citizenship…The amputee veteran has given his leg for the cause; the 
Empty Sleeve narrative’s message of bravery and sacrifice is clear,” and thus, the black veteran had earned 
his place in the nation, Megan Kate Nelson, Ruin Nation: Destruction and the American Civil War (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2012), 183. James Marten does not discuss the image, but he does discuss the 
ways in which veterans lived with their disabilities and how the public dealt with seeing disabled veterans 
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 Another example of the Unionist view of the war came in the form of an eagle, 
more specifically, “Old Abe, the War Eagle.” A mascot of a Wisconsin regiment, this 
bald eagle was hailed as a hero and became an important symbol after the war. The 
governor of Wisconsin used him at a rally against President Johnson’s lax policies 
towards the South, and the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) used him to promote 
Republican politicians. He was also the center of attention at fundraising efforts for 
soldiers and orphans and was often tied to Union and emancipation. Thus, he became “a 
living version of the Bloody Shirt,” a rhetorical strategy often employed by Republicans 
during Reconstruction, as they reminded voters of the blood and cost of the war and the 
treason of the rebel and blamed the Democrats for the rebellion. Since the bald eagle also 
served as the symbol of the United States, Old Abe also became an embodiment of the 
nation.130 
 At the Centennial, his handlers displayed Abe in the Agricultural Building, along 
with copies of his biography—The Soldier Bird, “Old Abe”: The Live War Eagle of 
Wisconsin, that Served a Three Years Campaign in the Great Rebellion, dedicated to 
“American Patriots,” “Soldiers of the Federal Army,” and lastly “Confederates of the 
South.”131 Ironically, the author, Joseph Barrett, dedicated his book to both Northern and 
Southern soldiers, conveying at least the idea of reunion between the former foes. Or 
																																																								
in Sing Not War: The Lives of Union & Confederate Veterans in Gilded Age America (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 75-123. 
 
130 Richard H. Zeitlan, Old Abe the War Eagle.: A True Story of the Civil War and Reconstruction 
(Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1986), 63, 76-80. 
 
131 Joseph O. Barrett, The Soldier Bird: “Old Abe”: The Live War Eagle of Wisconsin that Served a 
Three Year Campaign in the Great Rebellion. (Madison, WI: Atwood & Culver, 1876), 3.  
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perhaps he hoped to push his own agenda. Barrett, a former Universalist minister turned 
spiritualist and advocate of peace, was a radical when it came to the question of equality, 
as indicated not only in his abolitionist sentiment but also in his promotion of women’s 
rights.132 He went to the Centennial with Abe and his handler John Hill, hoping to cash in 
on the bird’s fame. After all, part of the plan was to sell books.  
 
Figure 2.7 Old Abe 
 
 Old Abe represented much more, though. Barrett explained what Abe taught “to 
the royal visitors” of the fair (such as Dom Pedro): “the lessons of ages to them as to 
ourselves, that injustice even to one human being is so much government fealty lost, that 
compromise with oppression breeds the giant of rebellion, that war comes as a painful 
necessity when we neglect to protect the inalienable rights of man.”133 Thus, Abe the bird 
represented freedom and the Union. Barrett sought to make a larger point about the 																																																								
132 John Benedict Buescher, The Other Side of Salvation: Spiritualism and the Nineteenth-century, 
(Boston: Skinner House Publication, 2004), 120-122. 
 
133 Barrett, The Soldier Bird, 125. 
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bird—that he (or possibly she—women’s rights groups asserted the bird laid eggs) 
promoted the “universal brotherhood” of mankind and thus world peace. He hoped the 
bird could be used as a symbol to usher in a new era, one governed by a “Representative 
Congress of Nations” that would “settle all local difficulties without . . . the sword.”134 In 
the context of such a lofty goal that foreshadowed twentieth-century internationalist plans 
for organizations like the League of Nations and United Nations, it is understandable why 
he would also call for a reunion between North and South, especially now that “the 
National Constitution [has been] reconstructed to protect each race and sex.”135  
Despite being a bit premature in his thinking that the Constitution included 
equality for women, Barrett’s cause was clear. For him and some others in the North, a 
war for Union meant that reunion must logically take place, and could, now that freedom 
and equality had been enshrined in national law. But he did not push strongly for 
women’s rights, despite the fact that the contentious issue was raised at the Centennial by 
women who reminded fair-goers that the struggle for equality was not over. Perhaps his 
desire to sell more books caused him to downplay his egalitarian views on the divisive 
subject. When it came to profits, Union victory sold more easily than the current battle 
for women’s rights. 
 
 																																																								
134 Ibid, 125-126. 
 
135 Ibid, 124. Incidentally, Abe is still remembered today and is memorialized in a children’s book: 
Kathy- jo Wargin, The Legend of Old Abe: A Civil War Eagle (Chelsea, MI: Sleeping Bear Press, 2006), 
and children, or adults, can even buy their own stuffed Abe at places like the Abraham Lincoln Presidential 
Library and Museum. 
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The Emancipationist Interpretation 
 If Old Abe presented the potential for controversy, other exhibits certainly divided 
fair-goers. One of the most discussed pieces of art at the Philadelphia Exhibition was 
Francisco Pezzicar’s statue, The Abolition of Slavery in the United States, housed in the 
Austrian section of the gallery in Memorial Hall. Pezzicar was from Trieste, part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. His statue depicted a newly freed slave standing with a broken 
chain at his feet. In his hand, he held aloft a copy of the Emancipation Proclamation.136 
This was a controversial artistic image for its time, especially because the black man was 
standing and not kneeling. 137 He stood with both feet firmly planted; while one arm held 
high Lincoln’s famous document, the other arm beckoned outward, with a shackle still 
attached to his wrist. Thus, this man had only recently been freed and now proclaimed 
liberty for all. His held his head high, with a solemn, yet triumphant, countenance. In 
McCabe’s history of the Centennial, he noted that “crowds gather daily in admiration” of 
the statue.138 A story ran in a South Carolina newspaper relating a controversy about the 
identity of the model Pezzicar used. Supposedly, the model was “Brown, who had been a 
slave in North Carolina,” a “surly and ill-conditioned fellow” who had come to Trieste on 
board the Guard, a United States ship. The article then named a man called William Ellis, 
																																																								
136 This statue is currently in the Museo Revoltella in Italy. The image comes from Steam at Harper's 
Ferry, “The 1876 Centennial Exposition at Philadelphia – Continued,” entry posted 3/24/2012, 
http://steamathf.wordpress.com/2012/03/24/the-1876-centennial-exposition-at-philadelphia-continued/ 
(accessed March 18, 2018). 
 
137 Kirk Savage,  Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, and Monument in Nineteenth Century 
America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 87. 
 
138 McCabe, Illustrated History, 532. 
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who “was hanged in New York” for murder. During his confession, Ellis said that he was 
Brown, the same man who had posed for Pezzicar. The Southern paper then called it a 
“pretty good centennial romance, but it seems rather bad to make the typical negro at the 
Centennial exhibition a murderer.” By highlighting his crime, the writer implicitly linked 
race with law-breaking, as the man who personified emancipation was a murderer. 139   
The statue was the subject of observation, commentary, and mockery at the time. The 
range of contemporary interpretations of this one statue exemplified the different ways 
that race and memory were contested issues at the Centennial. 140 
																																																								
139 The New York Times first reported the story, New York Times, May 25, 1876, and a Pennsylvania 
paper printed a similar story months later, Shippensburg News, Aug. 19, 1876. Southern papers picked it up 
after that. The Crescent, Sept. 6, 1876; Baltimore Sun, Aug. 24, 1876; Daily Journal (NC), Aug. 26, 1876. 
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time, Joel Williamson, A Rage for Order: Black-White Relations in the American South since 
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committed by African Americans, “‘The Rebel Spirit in Kentucky’: The Politics of Readjustment in a 
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140 For more on the symbolic significance of the freedman standing, see Kirk Savage, Standing 
Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, and Monument in Nineteenth-Century America (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1997); Illustrations of the statue appeared in Frank Leslie, Frank Leslie’s 
Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition, 1876 (New York: Frank Leslie’s Publishing House, 1877), 
133; and in Bricktop Stories, Going to the Centennial: A Guy to the Exhibition (New York: Collins and 
Small, 1876), 33. Hugh Honour argues that the statue, being exhibited in the Austrian section, held specific 
meaning for Europeans. The Austrian commissioners “saw it, perhaps, as a declaration that the problem of 
slavery had long since been solved in Europe, with the inference that revolutionaries and nationalists had 
no greater right to freedom that they already enjoyed under the rule of Francis Joseph I.” Hugh Honor, The 
Image of the Black in Western Art Volume IV From the American Revolution to World War I Part 1 Slaves 
and Liberators (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), 257. 
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Figure 2.8 Francisco Pezzicar, The Abolition of Slavery in the United States 
 
 In one newspaper article detailing “the greenness of some of these Centennial 
visitors,” a fairly well-known actor, John Raymond, was going around fooling naïve 
attendees. In one of his pranks, the journalist described Raymond as “standing in the Art 
Gallery in front of a bronze statue of a negro, of the most decidedly African cast of 
countenance, who held his freed arms aloft, while the broken chains fell at his feet.” But 
one visitor came up to Raymond and said “The Greek slave, ain’t it?” to which the actor 
—who knew better—agreed. The mistaken visitor then reflected that he was pleased he 
had seen it, “for I’ve always wanted to see that statue. I heard it was pretty but dern me if 
I see any beauty in that, but it’s more like natur than them marble figgers.”141 The 																																																								
141 Andrew County Republican, Oct. 26, 1876. Raymond was performing in Philadelphia in October, 
The (Philadelphia) Times, Oct. 9, 1876.  
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ignorant man had confused Pezzicar’s statue with Hiram Powell’s The Greek Slave, an 
infamous marble statue of a nude woman. The man was pleased because he thought he 
had seen a renowned piece of art and did not realize that he was the subject of ridicule by 
this writer and actor. The class tension clearly showed in the critique, as an elitist poked 
fun at the ignorance of the masses.142   
 Another viewer had difficulty identifying the nationality of the emancipated black 
man. William Dean Howells, who wrote for the Atlantic Monthly, described the statue as 
“a most offensive Frenchy negro, who has broken his chain, and spreading both his arms 
and legs abroad is rioting in a declamation of something from Victor Hugo; one longs to 
clap him back into hopeless bondage.”143 Howells was consistently critical of the artwork 
at the fair. It is not altogether clear if Howells found the concept of a standing slave 
distasteful or if it was the form itself— an example of his nationalist bias causing him to 
sneer at anything he suspected of being European rather than obviously American. R.D. 
Dove, who wrote for the Christian Recorder, also criticized the model, saying that 
Pezzicar “seems to have taken a very low type of the race, a very poor specimen as a 
model.”144 
																																																								
 
142 This interaction is highly reminiscent of Lawrence Levine’s treatment of the emergence of a high 
culture in the late 19th century. See Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/ Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural 
Hierarchy in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Pres, 1988).  
 
143 W.D. Howells, “A Sennight of the Centennial,” Atlantic Monthly (July 1876): 93. Victor Hugo did 
denounce American slavery. Letters on American Slavery from Victor Hugo, de Toqueville, Emile de 
Giradin, Carnot, Passy, Mazzini, Humboldt, O. Lafayette—&c. (Boston: American Anti-Slavery Society, 
1860), 3-7, and his novel Les Miserables was set during the 1832 Paris Uprising. Howells could also have 
been referring to the Haitian rebellion.  
144 Christian Recorder, Oct. 12, 1876. 
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 A third description of the statue appeared in a Centennial lampoon. The author, 
Bricktop, described the statue as “representing a negro dancing and holding aloft the 
Emancipation Proclamation. It is a rare work of art, and must be seen to be appreciated.” 
(Fig 7) He then went on to relate a story of a black couple viewing the sculpture. The 
woman asked “her escort” who the man was.  He replied, suggesting it was “some great 
colored man; Fred Douglass, I guess.” She replied, “who eber hearn tell ob Fred 
Douglass cuttin’ up dat way wid no clothes on?” The narrator remarked that he “could 
not help laughing” at the couple who discussed the statue as “they evidently did not know 
what it represented, and seeing its bronze nudity they were shocked.”145 The narrator 
clearly recognized the significance of the statue, but the black audience did not. While 
blacks noticed the statue, they did not understand it. In this way, the author took a statue 
that celebrated the end of slavery and subverted the message to become critical of African 
Americans and their perceived lack of education, especially through the use of dialect. Of 
course, African Americans were not the only targets in Bricktop’s satire. Quakers and 
former Union and Confederate soldiers of the war were three other groups, among many, 
who were ridiculed in this satirical account. But taking a symbol of emancipation and 
treating it with humorous derision underscored the racist tendencies that African 
Americans faced. 
 
																																																								
 
 145 Bricktop Stories, Going to the Centennial: A Guy to the Exhibition (New York: Collins and Small, 
1876), 33.  
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Figure 2.9 Bricktop Stories, Going to the Centennial, “Statue of Emancipation.” 
 
 The racist satire could also be seen in the illustration accompanying the story.146 
The illustration had little in common with the actual statue. The African American statue 
was not holding Lincoln’s famous document, and the figure had a distinctly comical 
appearance complete with a wide grin. The couple viewing the statue were likewise 
shown in a derisively comical way and were dressed in ostentatious garb. The racist 
illustration resembled a minstrel scene, with the black male dressed as the zip coon and 
the dancing slave, depicted as white, as Jim Crow, all of which served to mock and 
degrade African Americans. The “zip coon” was a minstrel character who was foolishly 
and garishly dressed up, and “Jim Crow” was a generic name for a slave.147 That the 
																																																								
146 The image is found in Ibid., 34.   
147 Ibid., 34. For a now-classic interpretation on minstrelsy, see Robert Toll, Blacking Up: The Minstrel 
Show in Nineteenth Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974); for a more recent 
interpretation that prioritizes African American agency in minstrel shows in the late 19th century, see Karen 
Sotiropoulos, Staging Race: Black Performers in Turn of the Century America (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2006). 
		106 		
statue was portrayed as being white while the visitors were black might have been an 
inversion of the black-face parodies so common among white Americans and further 
mocked the statue by reducing it to the realm of comedy and racist entertainment. Thus 
the picture contributed directly to the racist stereotyped roles of blacks in nineteenth-
century culture. The illustrator corrupted the clear message in the statue and turned it into 
a mockery of blacks who, in his view, had not progressed at all. Instead of an image of 
prosperous, middle-class African Americans who were enjoying the Centennial, the 
picture of the black visitors turned them into silly savages trying to mimic whites with 
their dress, poking fun at them with racist comedy. His portrayal appealed to the 
predominant racial prejudices of the day and turned a triumphant symbol of 
emancipationist memory into an object of ridicule in an attempt to minimize and silence 
the message of freedom and equality that it contained.  
 A fourth and more positive illustration of the statue appeared in Frank Leslie’s 
Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition. The editor described the statue favorably 
as an “ideal presentment of a freedman. . .strongly characteristic, though a little 
exaggerated, in order to present more obviously the elements which are identified with 
the situation. The attitude is impressive and full of vital force. The face shows 
exhilaration and joy in a high degree.”148 When contrasted to the illustration in Bricktop’s 
																																																								
148 Frank Norton, Frank Leslie’s Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition, 1876 (New York: 
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lampoon, the image in Leslie’s book became even more striking. Both illustrations 
depicted African American visitors viewing the statue, and both showed them being 
dressed up for the fair. While Bricktop turned this into racist ridicule, Frank Leslie’s 
presented the black fairgoers as well-dressed and equal to the white visitors depicted in 
other illustrations on surrounding pages. The middle-class blacks gathered around the 
statue looked as if they belonged in the clothes that they wore. In Bricktop’s sneering 
illustration, the black couple were comical savages in clothes that seemed to belong to 
someone else. The statue itself was different, and much more clearly resembled 
Pezzicar’s original work, although the freedman in Leslie’s book looked more American 
than the European artist actually made him out to be. He was also not emaciated as he 
was in Pezzicar’s sculpture, but was instead shown as muscular and strong. The 
illustrator was surely aware of the criticism about the aesthetics of the statue and thus 
rendered the man as one who would better resonate with viewers. He took a statue that 
some criticized and conscientiously created a powerful man.  In essentials, though, it was 
very similar to the actual statue. The freedman was not dancing and jeering, as Bricktop 
had made out. Rather, he was displaying the Emancipation Proclamation, asserting the 
freedom won by the Union triumph.   
																																																								
of Michigan, 1964); For an analysis of Frank Leslie in the context of Reconstruction, see Joshua Brown, 
Beyond the Lines: Pictorial Reporting, Everyday Life, and the Crisis of Gilded Age America (Berkeley: 
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Figure 2.10 Frank Norton, Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition, “The Freed 
Slave.” 
 
 The differences served to make Leslie’s illustration serious and positive while 
Bricktop’s was satirical and racist. The attention to generation also added to the picture’s 
poignancy, as it showed an older black couple, with downcast eyes, perhaps remembering 
the horrors of enslavement. Their heads were bowed reverently, in reflection or in prayer. 
Nearby stood a prosperous black couple, while in front of the exhibited piece gathered 
two well-dressed black women and two young children. A little girl reached out curiously 
to touch the toe of the statue, in a timeless act of childhood that made it clear that African 
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Americans were like anyone else. Meanwhile, her mother pointed to the freedman and 
spoke to her young son who looked at it over the pages of an open book, demonstrating 
progress in education. This was a teaching moment in which black Americans of different 
generations remembered their history and its meaning. The illustration showed clear 
progress, but also reminded viewers that, for some, the past of slavery was not distant. 
For others, like the children, slavery was something to read about or hear about in stories. 
But seeing the statue allowed for a teaching opportunity for the parents to show their 
young children what slavery and, more important, emancipation looked like.  
 The statue itself and also the Leslie illustration, clearly depicted the 
Emancipationist memory of the Civil War. The statue did so quite literally by holding up 
the Emancipation Proclamation. But, in a more nuanced way, the illustration in Leslie’s 
poignantly captured that memory and purpose of the war. If slavery ultimately meant 
having no liberty, then emancipation meant having the autonomy and the ability to 
control one’s own life. Before abolition, the combination of the gathering of a nuclear 
family, the emphasis on education, the increasing economic prosperity, and physical 
mobility of African Americans would have been impossible.149   
 A bronze statue that did not get as much attention in the press was Felix Martin’s 
Une Chasse au nègre or Negro Hunting as one writer translated it. David Bailey, who 
toured the Centennial and wrote a book about his experience, described the statue as one 
where “the blood-hounds are doing their work.” Supposedly, the statue hearkened back to 
																																																								
149 Gold dismisses this illustration, stressing that only black viewers cared to see the statue, “Imagining 
Memory”: 218. Foner references the illustration, yet he does not mention the African American audience, 
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the abolitionist story told by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Several 
European artists created their own versions of the hounds attacking a runaway slave, but 
Martin’s bronze at the Centennial reminded visitors of the violence of the peculiar 
institution. Clearly, this was an abolitionist perspective and an Emancipationist memory 
of the past.150 
  
Figure 2.11 Felix Martin, La Chasse au Nègre 
																																																								
150 The photo shown is a marble version of the statue by the same artist. It is the probably the same, 
but the bronze does not appear to exist anymore nor can images of it be found. Exposition internationale 
Philadelphie, 1876 : France – Œuvres d’art et produits industriels. (Paris, Commissariat général, hôtel de 
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Orcutt, Power & Posterity. The marble statue was apparently hidden away in France for some time. 
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 While these statues were created by foreign artists, John Rogers, a popular 
American sculptor contributed other works that dealt with slavery, most significantly, 
The Fugitive’s Story. This small sculpture depicted an escaped mother holding a young 
child. She was telling her story to John Greenleaf Whittier, Henry Ward Beecher, and 
William Lloyd Garrison. Other pieces that dealt with slavery and emancipation were 
Taking the Oath and Drawing Rations and The Wounded Scout—A Friend in the Swamp. 
The former included a young black boy who was looking on as a Union officer 
distributed food to a Southern white woman who had just sworn an oath of allegiance. 
The second piece showed an escaped slave assisting a Union soldier who had been 
wounded. Rogers had numerous other sculptures on display at the fair. He used the fair as 
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a marketing tool, as his groups, as they were known, were widely distributed in houses 
throughout the country.151 
 
 
Figure 2.12 John Rogers, The Fugitive's Story 
																																																								
151 See Kirk Savage, “John Rogers, the Civil War, and ‘the subtle question of the hour’” in Kimberly 
Orcutt, ed., John Rogers: American Stories (New York: New York Historical Society, 2010), 59-76.  
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Figure 2.13 John Rogers, Taking the Oath and Drawing Rations 
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Figure 2.14  John Rogers, The Wounded Scout—A Friend in the Swamp 
 
Reunion and Reconciliation 
 Beyond art work and war eagles, Civil War legacies could also be seen in the 
public displays at the Centennial as many of the special celebrations featured marches by 
veterans from both the North and South. Most prominent of all was probably the Fourth 
of July appearance of the Centennial Legion, comprised of soldiers from each of the 
thirteen original colonies. Some writers saw this as a clear evidence of the Centennial 
promoting reunion, as Civil War generals Ambrose Burnside and Henry Heth, the one a 
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Union general and the other a Confederate, led the Legion’s march. The soldiers in the 
Legion’s ranks were mostly veterans of the War of the Rebellion who now joined with 
their former foes to march at the Exhibition. As they gathered in their camps around 
Philadelphia, the veterans could not help but remember the Civil War. A former 
Confederate serving as the captain of a company from Virginia recalled that “Those 
Vermont boys were the hardest fighters we had to meet,” saying that, “they never knew 
when they were beaten.… I reckon we would both fight together under the old flag as 
hard as ever.” A newspaper reporter who interviewed the men thought that, “However 
much some politicians may work to stir up sectional strife and agitate old war issues . . . 
the era of good will . . . is being extended and strengthened among those who fought for 
principle on both sides.” However, the Northern side expressed it a little differently: 
Southerners “seemed to desire reconciliation with the Northern boys, but feared the 
politicians wouldn’t allow this much desired end to be brought about.” This language 
seemed to reconcile the two sides and make the rebels equal to the Yankee soldiers, 
making it a much more watered-down message of reunion on Northern terms. After all, 
the Southern officer was willing to fight alongside the men from Vermont under the stars 
and stripes of the United States. And the Vermont author was careful to note it was 
Southerners who were the ones who wanted to reconcile.152 
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James D. McCabe, one guidebook author, specifically saw the Centennial Legion 
activities as “cementing the reunion of the Northern and Southern states.” The troops 
“had fought each other gallantly” but now “had come to testify their devotion to their 
common country.” He said, “The Centennial Legion and the troops from the Southern 
states were the objects of an especially hearty demonstration.”153 In a partisan jab, 
McCabe, a Southern-born author and biographer of Confederate generals, remarked that 
Ulysses S. Grant was still in D.C., “preferring his selfish ease to a little patriotic exertion 
and exposure to the heat on this grandest of his country’s festivals.154 The author’s own 
background indicated that something more personal and political was at stake for him, as 
he promoted the South and the Confederacy, while at the same time denounced the 
Republican president. Another observer described the crowd’s attitude as being one of 
“marked cordiality,” in contrast to the tumultuous excitement for the Army and Navy, 
who were “rapturously received.”155 The audience was respectful, in this instance, but not 
overjoyed as McCabe painted them. Different politics and different memories of the war 
caused one to see things in different ways.  
 Later that day, the president of the Centennial Commission, Joseph Hawley, 
introduced the acting Vice President, Senate President Pro Tempore Thomas Ferry, at a 
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ceremony that opened the Independence Day festivities. There, the Michigan Senator, in 
line to replace President Grant should that be necessary, gave a speech and emphasized 
how great it was to be an American, thanks to the legacy of those who “pledged their 
lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor” to the “principle of the freedom and equality 
of the human race.” The inheritors of this legacy had to maintain that freedom. The 
United States had set the precedent for throwing off monarchy, and Ferry expected that 
other countries would follow suit. This was a controversial and political point to make, 
given that several countries represented at the Exhibition still had monarchies. Indeed, the 
honored guest of the day was a king, Dom Pedro of Brazil. Having jabbed at other 
countries with his anti-monarchist views, Ferry returned to freedom in his closing: 
“Whenever that period shall come, Great Britain . . . will then, if not before, praise the 
events when American independence was won under Washington, and when freedom and 
equality of races were achieved under Lincoln and Grant.”156 Given that Dom Pedro also 
presided over a country where slavery was still legal, Ferry’s denunciation of both 
enslavement and monarchy offered a critique that bordered on an insult to the guest of 
honor. But the Republican Ferry held fast to his principles and the Unionist message of 
nationalism and emancipation clearly rang through.     
In regard to their former foes from the South, the planners offered gestures of 
peace. Symbolically pointing to easing of sectional relations, the Independence Day event 
had Virginian Richard Henry Lee, grandson of the revolutionary hero and also a relative 
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of Robert E. Lee, read the Declaration of Independence. Notably, at the Centennial, 
reunion was often predicated on a link to the American Revolution. Unlike at later 
battlefield reunions and memorials, there were no classic Blue-Gray reunions at the 
Centennial.157 Instead, it was hoped that the shared history of a revolution for 
independence from Great Britain could help ease the tension that the rebellion in the 
name of Southern independence had created. Thus, emphasizing a memory of a united 
thirteen colonies allowed the North and the South to get along, at least on the surface, for 
a little while. But it required white Southerners to accept the idea of the Union against 
which they had fought, like the Virginia captain who praised the boys from Vermont and 
was willing to march under the American flag.    
 The theme of reunion on Northern terms showed up repeatedly in the literature of 
the Centennial. Was reunion the same thing as reconciliation? For many historians in the 
late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries, reconciliation has meant the abandonment 
of African Americans and the deferment of the fight for freedom and equality. However, 
one must understand these calls for reunion in context. For most Northerners in 1876, 
reunion did not mean an end to Reconstruction. In all the paeans to “shaking hands,” at 
the Centennial there were never any political calls to withdraw the troops still occupying 
some Southern states or to allow former Confederates back into office. Certainly, some 
Northerners were willing to abandon Reconstruction—the Liberal Republicans had been 
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in favor of doing so in 1872, after all. 158 Eventually, the end of Reconstruction and 
abandonment of African Americans did come about and white Southerners hailed this 
process as “Redemption.” And the return of the Democrats to power in the South meant 
that “Redeemers” began diluting the policies of Reconstruction and Northern victory. 
This eventually came to include the establishment of white supremacy and the Jim Crow 
system in the South. 159 
But that was not what reunion and reconciliation meant in 1876. In the year of the 
Centennial, reconciliation meant forgiveness, and some politicians argued for 
Confederate amnesty. However, they often tied this to the passing a stronger civil rights 
law. Thus, reconciliation did not mean then what it would come to mean to later. Instead, 
during the Centennial, many Northerners celebrated the successes of Reconstruction, 
which to them meant reintegration of Southern states and the abolition of slavery. 
Perhaps this is why many white Southerners felt so ill-at-ease with the Centennial. In 
1876, all of the talk about reunion and reconciliation rested firmly on an understanding 
that the North had won the war. 
The Lost Cause at the Centennial 
 Southern whites who came to Philadelphia did not simply let the Northern vision 
triumph; instead, some took it upon themselves to present an image of their former glory. 
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These white Southerners chose to contest the meaning of the Centennial and continue 
their rebellion against the nationalist vision of Union and emancipation. In one bold 
example of this, a group of white Southerners put on a jousting tournament that spoke to 
a romanticized memory of the past and the ideals of Southern honor. Centennial officials 
dedicated a day to the states of Virginia, Delaware, and Maryland to commemorate 
Washington’s victory at Yorktown. The author of one letter to the editor of a Virginia 
paper clearly approved of Virginia governor James L. Kemper’s choice to not participate 
in this day because “the people are too poor to celebrate in a manner acceptable to them 
or becomingly to the State.” 160 Despite their state government’s official lack of support, 
visitors from Virginia wanted a show and, in putting one on, they asserted the ideals of 
the Lost Cause. 
One of the few explicitly Southern performances at the Centennial was held on 
October 19, Maryland Day. During the event, fifteen knights, one each representing the 
original thirteen states, one representing the Union, and one the Centennial, participated 
in a tournament to capture golden rings. Individuals mostly from Virginia and Maryland 
put on this tournament that was both well-attended and, apparently, confusing. Some 
Northern onlookers seemed unacquainted with the meanings of medieval tournaments 
and looked on in bewilderment at the display of Southern gentlemen acting out a scene 
they expected to find in a novel by Sir Walter Scott.161 However, Southerners steeped in a 
culture of honor understood it well. Honor contrasted sharply with the ethos of 
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individualism that Southerners associated with the North. For white Southerners, honor 
governed behavior and they feared that they were being shamed and disrespected by 
Reconstruction. With their attachment to the romanticized past, Southerners continued 
their interest in chivalry and feudalism during Reconstruction.162 Holding a tournament at 
the Centennial was not simply a form of entertainment. Nor was it only a reflection of the 
South’s love for Scott’s novels. Instead, jousting in Philadelphia was a means of 
defending honor, a symbol of the South returning to power as white Southern men once 
again rode to glory. The tournament showed that Southerners still had a vision of society 
that Northerners could not understand and the Southern “knights” proudly celebrated the 
concept of honor that had been a vital part of their Lost Cause. One Baltimore man, 
Joseph J. Stewart, gave an address to the knights. While praising their noble efforts, he 
also hoped that the idea of chivalry would return to the country: with it would come “a 
revival of respect for truth, integrity, generosity to a fallen foe, and a high sentiment of 
personal honor.” 163  
The governor of Maryland was in attendance, and J.V.L. Findlay, who would later 
become a member of the US Congress, gave the address that day. He opened his speech 
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with a call for unity—that all the states in the Union had a share of the glory of the 
Revolution. However, Maryland was not to be blamed for slavery. His state had been 
“largely in favor of emancipation” after the Revolution, which was evidenced by “the 
ratio of increase of free colored over slave.” His state had also been an early proponent of 
colonization as “the only solution of the colored problem.” The state went so far as to 
appropriate $10,000 a year to colonization, even when the state was heavily in debt. 
Given that was all he said about slavery, it seems likely to suggest that he still believed in 
colonization as the only answer for the “colored problem.” In this way, he was deflecting 
the issue of the memory of slavery. As for the idea of reconciliation, he hoped for “peace 
between sections.” Discussing the soldiers killed in battle, Maryland “wishes all the 
people to feel that these recent dead, whether they be shrouded in blue or gray, are a part 
of a common heritage of fame; that all—all are Americans, witnessing by their blood, 
their agony and their death, that heroic virtue still survives among men.” He hoped that 
the unspecified causes which each side fought for would be forgotten, but “that the valor, 
the self-denial, the long suffering which consecrates the cause, will live forever.” He 
emphasized the shared valor of both the “blue and gray” while downplaying the causes 
for which they fought—ideas at the heart of reconciliation and the Lost Cause. 164 
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.  
Figure 2.15 Frank Norton, Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition, “State Day of 
Maryland, Delaware and Virginia,” 204. 
 
 
Figure 2.16 Frank Norton, Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition, “State Day of 
Maryland, Delaware and Virginia,” 205. 
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 While some of his fellow Southerners promoted honor and reconciliation at the 
Centennial, a Georgia businessman ensured that those from Dixie would have a place to 
relax and eat when they came to the fair. Edward Mercer opened up his Restaurant of the 
South, a dining spot and hotel that served up Southern fare to visitors. Mercer’s place 
featured a “band of old-time plantation ‘darkies’ who will sing their quaint melodies and 
strum the banjo before the visitors of every clime.”165 Their presence reinforced ideas 
about the hierarchies of white supremacy. This instance portrayed a much more 
romanticized South, where blacks were not political agents, but rather entertainers. This 
conformed to what would be a Lost Cause interpretation, where African Americans and 
whites coexisted peacefully under slavery and subservient blacks safely entertained their 
white superiors. Northerners could also enjoy such shows, however, similar to the way 
many Northern audiences would come to appreciate minstrel performances in the 
postbellum years as they evoked a sense of nostalgia to urban laborers who used to live in 
more rural areas.166 
 There was also a painting of Robert E. Lee in Memorial Hall, by Albert Guerry. 
This also contributed to a burgeoning Lost Cause memory, which had a tendency to 
glorify the heroes of the Confederacy—in particular, Lee. Its placement, but not its 
presence, caused some confusion, as it was close to the Norwegian art gallery, and many 
thought that it was a product from that country. He was in civilian dress, rather than a 
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military uniform. In whatever ways visitors might have understood the portrait, few 
commentators remarked on it, an indication that may have said more about where it was 
displayed than about the political issues of the day. Still, Lee was an essential part of the 
emerging Lost Cause memory of the war, and the presence of his portrait asserted that 
interpretation of the past and present.167  
 
 
Figure 2.17 Albert Capers Guerry, Robert E. Lee 
 Whether jousting or looking at portraits of their rebel heroes, some white 
Southerners participated in the Centennial. But not all Southerners embraced the 
Philadelphia Fair. One newspaper editor summed up the Centennial Exhibition as a place 
where Southerners were “libeled and insulted before the world.” The exhibition, 
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ultimately, was a “bigoted sectarian show for the humiliation of the conquered South.”168 
Participating in the Centennial would be meaningless and would humiliate the states 
being mistreated by “Northern wrong and oppression,” another editor maintained.169 
Obviously, for these commentators, the Centennial and federal overreach during 
Reconstruction were linked. 
Civil War Soldiers at the Centennial 
Civil War memories were also apparent in the soldiers’ reunions and 
encampments that happened in Philadelphia. First, there was the Army of the Potomac’s 
1876 reunion. They decided to hold it in Philadelphia specifically because of the 
Centennial. Several orators at the reunion spoke on themes relating to the war and 
Reconstruction. One of the speakers was John Dix, a former Union general now serving 
as governor of New York. He placed the meeting in the context of the centennial, noting 
that one hundred years ago, the colonies stressed a right for representative government 
and an individual's political voice. The century ended, however, in "the assertion and 
application…of the great principle of universal emancipation." Both free government and 
free people were the reason to celebrate the centennial. He devoted nine of the remaining 
twelve pages of his speech to explaining the country's history of slavery and the eventual 
abolition of that system. Abolition made the Civil War the second greatest political event 
in the country, second only to the Declaration of Independence. The conflict itself, 
without abolition, "will only be remembered as one of those unsuccessful attempts to 
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overthrow a government" but emancipation "and their elevation to the rank of freemen by 
a single act of executive authority, stands alone in the annals of our race." He also 
celebrated black soldiers’ contributions to the war effort. Thus, the New Yorker clearly 
stated the emancipationist view of the Civil War.170  
Because slavery had been abolished, Dix was able to close with an appeal to "re-
establish the amicable relations which existed before the war." He admitted, however, 
that there were those in the North who wanted revenge and those in the South who 
"persevere in fomenting the ancient bitterness, and insist that their prosperity depends on 
the restoration of a social order on which the hand of Providence has set the seal of fate.” 
Nevertheless, he called for restoring the spirit of 1776, "promoting our common 
prosperity" and expressing thanks for the deliverance “from the dangers we have passed." 
He stressed the technological progress of the last 100 years and argued that the U.S. was 
now an equal to countries of Europe and that the exhibition was proof of that.171  
 William Tecumseh Sherman also spoke at the meeting. The famous Union general 
pointed toward forgiveness, but at the same time turned it into something of a joke. He 
connected his speech to Dix’s, but he also suggested that if any of them had been born in 
the South, they, too, might have embraced slavery, so “let us therefore forgive and 
forget—provided they do the same.” He continued with this idea that forgiving required 
reciprocity: “If the people of the south will accept the garland wreath and wear it 
																																																								
170 Society of the Army of the Potomac, Record of Proceedings at the Seventh Annual Reunion Held in 
Philadelphia, June 6th 1876 (New York: American Church Press, 1877), 10-11. Soldiers’ reunions were 
important to formation of Civil War memory, Janney, Remembering the Civil War, 108-09.  
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gracefully and kindly, let us thank God and be pleased. . . We cherish only feelings of 
charity, of kindness, of forgiveness toward the people of the south.” But, he continued 
ominously, if Southerners were not willing to accept the outcome of the war and set aside 
old differences, there would be consequences. “These are the things,” Sherman 
explained, pointing towards the cannon on the stage. The audience responded with “great 
applause,” and he told them: “I see that you understand your business” while they 
shouted, “You showed it to us once.” Sherman’s joke was also a threat, coming as it did 
from the man who had led the March to the Sea, and the audience of Union veterans 
appreciated it. With that in mind, Sherman countered the tendency to promote 
forgiveness at all costs with a reminder of Union victory and his Northern audience 
agreed with him.172    
 Black soldiers also encamped at the fairgrounds. While previous historians have 
painted an image of racial exclusion at the Centennial, several incidents revealed the 
complexities of race relations at the time. There were at least three encampments of 
African American soldiers—on the opening day, during the July 4th parade, and during a 
Pennsylvania National Guard encampment.173 The New York Tribune praised the black 																																																								
172 Ibid., 29. Anne Sarah Rubin examines the ways in which Sherman and his march have been 
remembered in Through the Heart of Dixie: Sherman’s March in American Memory (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2014). 
 
173 Black troops on the opening day were: “Fourth Regiment, Grey Invincibles; Company D, Colored 
Troop,” Evening Star, May 11, 1876. The New York Times reported an additional black band, the Delaney 
Guards, May 10, 1876. The New York Tribune included the Company B, 11th Regiment, May 10, 1876. The 
Grey/Gray Invincibles were also at the July 4th parade, The Times (Philadelphia), July 5, 1876. Kansas at 
the Centennial. Report of the Centennial Managers to the Legislature of Kansas (Topeka, KS: Geo. W. 
Martin, Kansas, Publishing House, 1877), 173, and C.S.F., A Memento: Sketch of the Ransom Guards of St. 
Albans, VT and Their Centennial Excursion to Philadelphia (St. Albans: Messenger Steam Print, 1876), 15 
also included the Gray Invincibles. The latter erroneously said that they were “colored veterans of New 
York,” though and noted that they were “fifty muskets.” In reporting that Virginia failed to appropriate 
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troops who were at the opening day, saying that they “marched nobly.”  One of the 
bands, the Gray Invincibles, commanded by Captain A. Oscar Jones, marched in several 
of the processions. Their uniforms were described as “white trousers, gray coats, with gilt 
facings, and French shakos.”174  
 A depiction published in the Illustrated London News shows soldiers returning to 
camp after having finished their drill. The picture offers some ambiguous messages.  On 
the one hand, by depicting the black soldiers relaxing in camp rather than during their 
march, the artist may have denied their masculinity. Thus, these men were not really 
soldiers. Moreover, the faces of the black subjects clearly played to racist stereotypes—
with exaggerated features and sexualized characteristics.  At the same time, the men were 
not “on duty”—they had finished their work, and the artist in this interpretation was not 
denying their masculinity but was showing them in the setting in which he saw them. The 
																																																								
funds, the Peoples Advocate also noted that the Attucks and Carney Guards of Richmond were expected to 
attend, Peoples Advocate, April 29, 1876. Andrew Diemer says that the use of black troops was a “turning 
point in black Philadelphia politics” during the Civil War. Andrew Diemer, “Reconstructing Philadelphia: 
African Americans and Politics in the Post-Civil War North” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography, Vol. 133, No. 1 (Jan., 2009): 29. The Gray Invincibles were a Pennsylvania militia. The 
founder was A. Oscar Jones, who organized the company in 1870, “Proposed Monuments.” The Reporter: 
The First and Only Journal Published in the World Devoted Exclusively to Granite and Marble 34, no. 9 
(September 1901): 13. In 1927, a captain of the regiment proposed a monument to the Gray Invincibles, 
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later moved to a more prominent place along the Benjamin Franklin Parkway. 
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more on the Grey Invincibles, see Roger Lane, William Dorsey’s Philadelphia & Ours: On the Past and 
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174 The Times (Philadelphia), June 22, 1876. This description appeared in an article that discussed the 
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woman in the picture was shown in a highly suggestive manner, strolling with one man 
but flirting with another, trying to distract him from his post, but he remains standing at 
attention.175 Her sexuality played to racism, as did the leering glance of a soldier who 
looked at her from one side. Despite such racism, however, the fact that the illustration 
showed African American soldiers participating was itself an important statement. After 
all, another newspaper reported that the Centennial Commission “was severely criticized 
by the followers after Democratic idols” for allowing black soldiers to parade on the 
fairgrounds, indicating just how radical this march truly was.176 
																																																								
175 For the illustration, see Illustrated London News, May 13, 1876. Gary Nash notes the illustration 
and comments that “The African American unit depicted was probably the Delaney Guards, composed of 
veterans from the black regiments raised in Philadelphia in 1863-64. Some of the Remnants of the U.S. 
Colored Troops marched in the opening ceremonies on May 10 and at the July 4 torchlight procession in 
Philadelphia, but few newspapers commented on this,” Gary Nash, First City: Philadelphia and the 
Forging of Historical Memory (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2002), 272.  However, he fails to 
see the significance of African American troops taking place in these military parades. Far from being 
invisible, these men are asserting their place in the nation by demonstrating that they fought for their own 
freedom and should not be dismissed. Nash is alone in discussing this illustration or alluding to any black 
soldiers at the fair. 
 
176 Daily Inter Ocean, May 27, 1876. One South Carolina paper sneered at the idea of black soldiers 
from their state going to the Centennial, after a black member of the legislature introduced a resolution to 
appropriate $10,000 to send four African American companies to the Centennial, thinking that “it would be 
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Anderson Intelligencer, Feb. 3, 1876. The measure failed, Pickens Sentinel, Feb. 24, 1876. 
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Figure 2.18 Illustrated London News, May 13, 1876, “The American Centennial Festival 
Exhibition, Scene in Fairmount Park." 
 
   
The context of the time demonstrated how remarkable and meaningful black 
soldiers were at the fair. When white Southerners became angry about a black militia 
assembling in South Carolina in July 1876, the result was a race riot known as the 
Hamburg Massacre. One Pennsylvania paper satirically remarked that “The negroes 
evidently had the impudence to have a procession on the Fourth, and ‘obstructed the 
roads and detained passengers.’ Such a flagrant violation of the rights of the whites of 
course must be punished, and it has been done.” Returning again to the theme of the 
perceived poor, put-upon whites, the writer concluded “that portion of the Northern press 
		132 		
always ready to defend traitors during the war, and White League outrages and murders 
since, will find in this case new cause for commiserating the distressing condition of the 
poor whites of the South!”177  Six black soldiers and one white man were killed and a 
number of others were wounded by the mob. Black soldiers embodied the 
emancipationist memory of the Civil War and such a legacy was fraught with meaning.178 
In 1876, then, Americans contested the meaning of the Civil War at the 
Philadelphia Exhibition. The memories of the rebellion that they promoted were fluid and 
often conflicted with one another, reflecting the context of their present era of 
Reconstruction even as they tried to forge the legacy of their past for future generations.  
																																																								
177 Harrisburg Telegraph, July 10, 1876. 
 
178 See Foner, Reconstruction, 570-572 for more on the massacre. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Women at the Centennial 
 When the USCC’s fundraising efforts came up short, Centennial planners looked 
to the women of Philadelphia for help. In February 1873, the Board of Finance called a 
meeting with some of the leading ladies of the city and asked them to help raise money. 
Soon, a national Women’s Centennial Committee set to work. In exchange for their labor, 
the ladies were promised a dedicated place in one of the main buildings at the fair for 
exhibits that celebrated women’s role in the history and society of the United States. The 
ladies proved successful in raising funds and publicizing the fair.  
 In a stroke of irony, women’s success at drawing attention towards the Centennial 
and helping to assure that it would be a truly international exhibition ultimately caused 
them to be ejected from their promised space. When writing to the head of the Women’s 
Committee to inform them of the official decision to kick them out of the space they had 
been promised, the director of the Board of Finance, A.T. Goshorn, said that, in 
“recognizing the noble and efficient work the women of the country have already 
accomplished…we feel encouraged to make the suggestion that it would be a most 
worthy and attractive feature…if they could secure a sufficient sum for the construction 
of a separate building in the Park.”179 Despite there being only a few months left before 
the fair’s opening, the men on the Committee told the ladies that they could have their 
own building if they raised the money for its construction. The women were successful in 
																																																								
179 A.T. Goshorn to Elizabeth Duane Gillespie, June 11, 1875 in Women’s Centennial Executive 
Committee Papers, Box 1, folder 6, Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Gillespie recounted the story as 
well, in Elizabeth Duane Gillespie, A Book of Remembrance (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1901), 311-12.  
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raising the $30,000 required for the building, securing the funds in just four months. 
When Elizabeth Duane Gillespie remembered how they had managed to build their own 
hall, the head of the Women’s Committee remembered that, “We did not shrink from 
competition with the works of men, but we sought to show our more timid sisters that 
some women had outstripped them in the race for useful and remunerative employment.” 
Undaunted and determined, the ladies raised the money they needed and built the 
Women’s Pavilion in time for the opening of the exhibition in May of 1876.180 
The story of how the Women’s Pavilion came to be a part of the event illustrated 
women’s involvement in the Centennial Exhibition. Their work was critical to the event’s 
success and, at the same time, their involvement exposed the competing views of women 
in America and illustrated how gender, like race, was also contested on the fairground in 
1876.181 Women raised thousands of dollars through grassroots organizing campaigns and 
planned and created exhibits. Women’s interactions with the fair were often marked with 
controversy as racial, political, and class issues came into play. Debates about Civil War 
Memory as well as the push for women’s rights played a role in understanding the 
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relationship between women and the Centennial. Naturally, there were mixed motives in 
why women participated. Some hoped to promote women and their abilities; others 
espoused a desire for more national goals—patriotic pride or, more specifically, a desire 
to reunite the nation. Still others saw themselves as citizens of their respective states and 
wanted to promote those interests above all else. But, the fair was also a place of political 
conflict, as suffragists used the exhibition as a platform to lobby for Women’s Rights. 
Regardless, women definitely saw themselves as belonging in the Centennial sphere, 
whether to participate or protest. Critics also had their say, and the press loved to exploit 
any schisms regarding women’s involvement with the Centennial.182 
The Women’s Centennial Executive Committee 
 The USCC asked the women, “to aid in arousing interest in the work of 
preparation for the National Celebration.”183 That, in fact, meant raising money. The 
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groundwork for women’s involvement in fundraising had already been laid during the 
Civil War with Sanitary Fairs. In fact, the president of the Women’s Centennial 
Executive Committee, Elizabeth Duane Gillespie, had been heavily involved in the 1864 
Philadelphia Sanitary Fair. Gillespie, the great granddaughter of Benjamin Franklin, 
proved to be a tireless worker, traveling the country to raise awareness, and more 
importantly, money. Gillespie organized a group of women in Philadelphia to form her 
Women’s Centennial Executive Committee. From there, they appointed a woman to be 
responsible for each ward in Philadelphia. Eventually, they sought to create a Women’s 
Committee for each state and territory.184  
 At the first ward meeting in March 1873, Gillespie spoke about her goals for the 
women’s committee. She mainly dwelt on fundraising goals, as that was the primary task 
women were charged with. “Not one of those who so largely contribute to the prosperity 
of our city (we mean the working women) is to be overlooked,” she told them. In order to 
entice poorer women to subscribe, they let multiple women go in on one $10 share of 
stock. She also encouraged them to think nationally—not to be state-oriented. Besides 
soliciting by ward, they also held fundraising events throughout the city.185  
Women and Race 
 Within two months of their existence, the committee’s fundraising efforts became 
enmeshed in issues of race, Civil War memory, and Reconstruction. Organization by 																																																								
184 Gillespie, A Book of Remembrance, 114. For more on women’s role during the 1864 fair, see 
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ward included inviting African American women in Philadelphia to raise funds. 
However, a press storm brewed when it became clear that fundraising efforts were meant 
to be segregated—black women would only be allowed to solicit funds from other 
African Americans. A female member of the Executive Committee reached out to Dr. 
Rebecca Cole, an African American woman (and the second black woman to become a 
medical doctor), to help support the Centennial effort. The Executive Committee member 
asked Cole “to introduce among them a colored element to cooperate in centennial work” 
because “as American women had been asked to come forward and aid in the patriotic 
work, such women should not be confined to any particular class or clique, but must be 
composed of the women of the land.” Cole, when she arrived with the thirty-six other 
women she brought, “found they were occupying a false and disagreeable position.” 
While they were under the impression that all of the women would serve equally, they 
discovered that the women’s committees would be segregated, and the black members 
could only solicit funds from other African Americans. This segregation would also 
dilute the power of black women on the committee, since they would be speaking for 
only a minority of the city’s population.186 
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 One of the country’s leading African-American newspapers, the New National 
Era, found out about this discrimination because it was covered in some of the 
Philadelphia papers. The editor—although founded and originally edited by Frederick 
Douglass, by this time, the paper was edited by his sons—offered a clear and long rebuke 
to those white women on the Centennial committee and invoked the memory of the Civil 
War, the American Revolution, and even the War of 1812. Black men had proved their 
allegiance to the country through their military service, and in so doing had proved the 
love of country of their entire race. Black Americans, perhaps more than white, had 
“probably more to be jubilant” about, because “Within the century of American 
Independence . . . that which mankind holds most dear has been restored to the colored 
people . . . the colored citizen’s right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 
Bringing in the memory of slavery, the author noted that black men displayed this 
patriotism, “notwithstanding the fact that he was made the victim of the most cruel 
oppression known to history—the oppression protected and pampered by the National 
Government.” Yet, even with all this, black men fought in the Civil War, helping to turn 
the “tide of adversity and save the nation’s life.”187 
 Having established black men’s place in the nation’s history, the author then 
moved on to scold the white women because they “felt called upon to give an exhibition 
of their superiority of race by insulting the colored people of Philadelphia.” The crux of 
the matter was race: “These white ladies have informed the colored people that the 
																																																								
187 New National Era, May 1, 1873. The story was also picked up by the New York Tribune, May 1, 
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centennial celebration is no concern of theirs. . . if they were allowed to take part in it, it 
would be a matter of courtesy only.” In short, the white women “endeavor to impress 
upon the colored people. . . that this is a white man’s country.” The columnist concluded: 
“We confidently hope that by the 4th of July, 1876, these white ladies of Philadelphia will 
have learned that this is a free country.” The writer argued that it had been “made so 
largely by the bravery and patriotism of its colored citizens” and that this freedom 
“conspicuously distinguishes it from the other nations of the earth as to give more 
effulgent hue to the glory of its progress, and gives to the centennial a larger and nobler 
significance.” Although the elite white women organizing for the fair did not necessarily 
understand it as such, black participation made the Centennial more meaningful than it 
would have been otherwise. Restricting black participation meant giving the lie to the 
ideals of the Declaration of Independence and the principles upon which the United 
States had been founded and the supposed foundation behind the Centennial. The 
expectant tone spoke to the context of its time—black Americans still held a clear 
political place in American society in 1873. Thinking that they had secured their political 
status, African Americans had not yet given up on Reconstruction and hoped to realize a 
more egalitarian society.188 
 A letter from Philadelphia published in the New National Era also commented on 
the issue: “The ‘blue-blooded’ committee women found, much to their surprise, that in 
point of intelligence, elegance, business qualities, and that nobleness of character which 
shows the true woman, they had met their equals, if not their superiors.” The letter went 																																																								
188 New National Era, May 1, 1873.  
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on: “in the face of the spirit and letter of our Constitution, and in view of the fact that 
‘liberty, equality, and fraternity’ will have contributed not a little to the consummation of 
the nation’s one-hundredth birthday, their ancestral cry and insinuations about our being 
without traditions, their heartless rivaling because of our race’s long years of unrequited 
toil…were unwomanly, unrepublican snobbishness most pitiable.”189  
 The conflict over discrimination went on for several weeks, as some members of 
the Colored Committee went to the Philadelphia press, publicizing their treatment at the 
hands of the white ladies. Two weeks later, the New National Era reminded its readers of 
the situation. They reprinted an interview that a Philadelphia newspaper conducted with 
several of the black women who had been involved. In it, Caroline Le Count (who had 
earlier led the fight against streetcar segregation in Philadelphia and whose fiancé, 
Octavious V. Catto had been murdered while trying to vote in the city just two years 
before) discussed a meeting they had with a member of the Executive Committee, Mary 
Rose Smith. Le Count discussed her surprise when Smith, “proceeded to tell them who 
and what they were and to inform them of the duties to be performed.” Smith also 
emphasized class differences when she noted how the white women on the committee 
were more highly educated than the ladies on the black committee. Besides telling the 
women that it was a “matter of courtesy” that black women were allowed to work for the 
Centennial at all, Smith also “irrelevantly touched upon the social question, and even 
went so far as to speak of ‘remanding’ us to Africa if we were not satisfied with the laws 
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of the land.” Her remarks were, to Le Count, “a revival of the bitterest color 
prejudices.”190 
 The reporter delved further into the issue of “remanding,” which he noted seemed 
to be particularly disturbing to Le Count. She explained the origins, noting it was a word 
used in the Fugitive Slave Law, bringing back to memory one of the most contentious 
laws of the antebellum period. She had not forgotten the meaning of such language, and 
she “should have thought this lady would have hesitated to have used such a word before 
eleven American women, whose only fault in her eyes was that their complexion was 
darker than hers.” Le Count rebutted Smith’s comment with a legal explanation: the laws 
in the United States “make no distinction by reason of color and are therefore in direct 
conflict with this movement of Mrs. Smith’s.”191  
 Thus, the Colored Committee’s resolutions spelled out their dissatisfaction with 
the status quo. They found too much restriction in “being permitted to collect funds from 
colored persons only.” They made sure to clarify that while they “appreciated” the late 
invitation, they “did not think that it would differ so materially as it does from that of the 
other committees.” In conclusion, they asked why they “were not solicited to come 
forward and represent our wants in common with American women.” Throughout, they 
made sure to stress that both white and black women were Americans—emphasizing 
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racial equality. And they won the battle. Following the negative publicity, the Executive 
Committee publicly apologized to the women.192 
 Even after the apology, the issue still appeared in the papers for another few 
weeks. The editors to the New National Era noted that “The fact remains to everyone the 
white ‘Women’s Centennial Committee’ had too much prejudice to allow the general 
cooperation of the colored ladies.” While during the Revolution some white and black 
women worked together to raise funds for soldiers, women in “the Philadelphia of 1873” 
were not so willing to work together. And, Rebecca Cole, the chair of the former Colored 
Committee, wrote to the editors of that same paper. In her letter, she defended her 
actions, explained some of the background of the confrontation, and offered an 
interpretation different from Le Count’s. The chairwoman suggested it was only one of 
the members on the Centennial Committee who had pushed for these segregated groups. 
The Executive Committee publicly apologized to the black women, mentioning that “they 
never intended any distinction, but had received false information pertaining to us as a 
committee desiring to be held apart.” This chairwoman, because she conferred with the 
Executive Committee herself, faced opposition from other women in the Colored 
Committee. They “questioned” her right to “go forward and confer with the committee, 
though it was the rule of that body ‘to confer only with the chairman, and not with the 
ladies whom they represented.’” Some were dissatisfied with Cole’s backing down and 
wanted to press the issue further.193  
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 A New York Tribune article both rebuked the white women but also suggested 
that the “weight or stain” of slavery could not be shaken off “in a day.” In some ways, 
change had come rapidly: “It took but five [years] to place a slave in the seat of Jefferson 
Davis in the Senate.” Also, there was merit in black women being kept separate, as “they 
have their own tale to tell, unique, picturesque, and wonderful; a message to deliver to the 
world of the injustice and cruelty of the past and their chance for the future.” The New 
York writer went on: “We may err in judgment, but we would at least for this one last 
time…see them stand apart from the mass of the nation long enough to say ‘These are 
they who came “up through great tribulation. With a great “price obtained they their 
freedom.”194 
 The Radical Club in Philadelphia also expressed great dissatisfaction with the 
white women of the Committee. They issued a series of resolutions at their weekly 
meeting. They described the issue as being an “attempt of the present managers to 
denationalize the Centennial recognition of the principles of the Declaration, by making it 
a white man’s and white woman’s matter and by restricting the operations of the said 
principles to one peculiar race, to one peculiar color, and to one previous condition.” 
They resolved that such an attempt was “the offspring of a vulgar, course, and ignorant 
prejudice” that was “incongruous with the principles of the Declaration and hostile to 
freedom and humanity.” Such action was “unworthy of Pennsylvanians at all times” and 
was “calculated to lower Americans in the estimation of the various races of the world 
who are expected to take part in the reminiscence and celebration of that great aspiration 																																																								
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for republicanism, which marks a most remarkable era in the history of the world.” They 
“denounce[d] the prejudice of race and color as anti-republican and anti-social, as 
senseless, bigoted, and under existing circumstances low and mean.” The action 
“evidenc[ed] vulgarity and deficient education in women.” The Radical Club wanted the 
centennial committees to be “composed of representatives of every class, every color, and 
every previous condition of American citizen” and also stated that the Centennial would 
be “a fraud and a wretched abortion, should it fail to be a living exponent of the liberal, 
progressive, and enlightened republican principles of the present day.” 195 
 Meanwhile, Southern papers positively gloated over Philadelphia’s own race 
question. One North Carolina paper told Philadelphia, a “trooly loil” city, as they called 
it, that they had gotten what they deserved for meddling in racial issues in the South. “It 
seems that our Northern friends,” they said, “do not like the taste of the cup they prepared 
for their Southern brethren. The equality and mingling of Southern whites with negroes 
seems right enough to the Northern eye, but the equality and mingling of Northern whites 
with negroes presents quite another and a different aspect.” They further declared that 
“we feel little or no sympathy when we see these people caught in the snare they set for 
others.” The writer asserted the rebel perspective: “The Northern people forced Negro 
suffrage and Negro equality upon us in the South at the point of the bayonet, thinking that 
they would never be troubled with it. They were mistaken, and it matters little to us if 
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they be forced to drink the bitter cup to its dregs.”196 Run by white Southern Democrat 
Ethelbert Barksdale, the Daily Clarion also emphasized hypocrisy when it reported the 
story: “the upshot of it all is, that Africa is to have no lot in the Celebration.” And 
Philadelphia, “the City of Brotherly Love, notwithstanding her immense majority for 
Grant, has shown herself to be a whited sepulchre  [sic]—not loyal—and needful of 
reconstructing.” The writer suggested that Northern cities that supported Republicans had 
just as bad, if not worse, racial relations than in the South, and the editor shrewdly used 
the language of his political enemies to attack Reconstruction.197 
Women and Reunion 
 The Women’s Committee also actively espoused reunion. They declared that they 
would “keep bright and green in memory the heroic deeds of our fathers, South and 
North, who shared in the toils and dangers” of the country.198 One way the Executive 
Committee worked to promote reunion, and also raise funds, was by creating a national 
cookbook, saying that “We were anxious then about the Congressional appropriation … 
Knowing that our Southern sisters could not contribute largely to the Exhibition…we 
issued an appeal to all our organizations.” They solicited American recipes for a national 
cookbook: “excluding, as far as possible,” those from other countries or that were 
common to many different nations. In keeping with American notions of equality, “No 
																																																								
196 Wilmington Journal, May 2, 1873.  
 
197 The Daily Clarion, May 8, 1873. For more on Barksdale, see Albert D. Kirwan, Revolt of the 
Rednecks: Mississippi Politics, 1876-1925 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1951), 50-51. The 
paper would often contain criticisms of Reconstruction. In general, Southerners liked to point out Northern 
hypocrisy with regards to race, Foner, Reconstruction, 208. 
 
198 Gillespie, Book of Remembrance, 278 
		146 		
receipt will be considered too homely, if characteristic of the country”199 The women 
leaders “were gratified to find receipts for cookery come flocking in from North and 
South, so that the binding of that book contained not only the best means to prepare our 
food, but also to restore kindly feeling, which was still alive in the hearts of all of us, 
though for a time it had slept.”200  
 By 1875, government funding still had not come through and it would not appear 
for another year. Senator William B. Allison, a Republican from Iowa, hoped that 
Gillespie and the Women’s Committee could convince Congress that the Centennial was 
a national endeavor and not just for the benefit of Philadelphia. He asked her to come 
before the Senate Appropriations Committee and testify to the national appeal of the 
Centennial. She and thirteen other women went to Congress, “armed . . . with letters from 
the members of the eleven State Committees, hoping most from the letters from our 
Southern sisters.”201 There she read aloud excerpts from nine letters, from states in the 
Deep South, the Northeast, and the West. A group of women in Corinth, Mississippi, 
wrote that “One of this Committee lost a father, and another lost two brothers, all killed 
in battle in the late war. And we have until recently regarded you, ladies of the North, as 
our bitter foes” but that “We regard this undertaking, in which you are taking the lead, as 
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calculated to unite us all in a national enterprise, in which we can lay aside all sectional 
and local prejudices and show to the world that, though we heartily joined our husbands, 
fathers, and brothers in the late hostilities, we can now unite with you in the manner best 
calculated to lay a foundation for a permanent peace.”202 Other Southern women 
mentioned the same theme of women working together to restore peace, arguing that 
working side by side, Northern and Southern women would be “united in their hearts in 
1876.” For too long, the white Southern ladies lamented, they had felt “ostracized from 
our country’s bosom, her affections, and even her protection.” Although it was difficult to 
rekindle “the pride of allegiance,” some Southern women wanted to join their sisters from 
other parts of the country and unite for the common cause. From these letters, Gillespie 
provide assurance that the Centennial would truly be national.203 
 The Philadelphia Press editor, John Forney, was very pleased with the overtures 
towards sectional healing that marked the ladies’ gathering at the Academy of Music in 
the spring of 1873. He wrote that the “significant feature” of the event “was the absence 
of all allusions to the Rebellion,” using that word as it signified “prejudices on both 
sides.” The newspaperman, who had also reported on the racism of the Women’s 
Committee, thought that “There was a feeling intensely prevalent that we could not 
commemorate such a Centennial as a revival of foolish hatreds. We could not ask the 
whole country to meet…by bitter reference to the attempt to divide the country.” He 
praised the women, who “remembered that while they were of the North and had lost 
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their loved ones, they had sisters in the South who had been equally unfortunate. The 
hatred of the women in the two sections had been equally intense. Those of the South had 
been doubtless more defiant. They had been raised in very different society.” But, the 
Northern women, “slow to anger, had been when aroused, no less defiant.” Nevertheless, 
“The graves of the Union and Confederate soldiers are common alters [sic], at which the 
women North and South, will earnestly worship.” Forney wanted to “put ourselves in the 
places of these Southern people, white and black, free and slave. Would we have acted 
otherwise? The one class struggling to keep the other in slavery—the other struggling to 
break their bars.—Hence it is that those who won the fight should be carefully tolerant of 
those who lost.” It was a carefully nuanced editorial that both understood slavery to be at 
the root of the conflict while also pressing for reunion, with the shared sacrifices of 
women who lost their men forging a path to reconciliation.204 
Women and Gender Roles 
 But if harmony was the goal, it was often not met. This became particularly 
apparent in the actions of the Women’s Committees that sprang up around the country. 
Some faced indifference and others outright hostility. Conflicts often took the form of 
personal attacks that became wrapped up in the Centennial cause, which newspapers 
reveled in reporting. Two cases illustrated the dissension among the women of the 
Centennial. 
 The Women’s Centennial Committee of Washington, DC requested and obtained 
the use of the Capitol Rotunda for a celebration of the Boston Tea Party on December 16, 																																																								
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1874.205 The proceeds would go towards buying Centennial stock.206 The room was filled 
with Revolutionary regalia and the ladies in charge all were wearing colonial garb. There 
was even a chair that George Washington had apparently used in camp. To the horror of 
later preservationists, the organizers allowed the chair to be used by visitors and 
“Hundreds availed themselves of the privilege to sat [sic] down on it.”  
 The end result of the fundraiser was a net profit of around $2200.207 This sum 
aroused some controversy as newspapers did not think the receipts added up, and the 
woman blamed was the infamous Miss Olive Risley Seward. Risley Seward was the 
adopted daughter of William Seward, who had been Secretary of State in the Lincoln 
administration. Although her own father was still living, the twenty-six-year-old Olive 
was adopted by Seward so that she could be his traveling companion. He then took her 
and her sister (apparently brought along to quell gossip) to Europe. Some newspapers 
claimed that she refused his proposal for marriage so he adopted her instead. She co-
wrote their travel memoirs and published them after Seward’s death in 1872. Risley 
Seward was also a beneficiary in his estate, and rumors swirled about her being Seward’s 
mistress. She never married, but instead lived with a female companion, Sarah Carr 
Upton, who would be buried next to her in the Risley family plot. 208 
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 Even though her adopted father died in 1872, Risley Seward was still infamous 
for this scandalous parentage, and newspapers relished in retelling the story and linked it 
to the accounting issue. A columnist for the Philadelphia Press who was also named 
“Olivia,” first brought the story to light. The writer wanted to know “who is this New 
York chairman who sports two names” and inquired as to why she had more control than 
the Centennial president, Elizabeth Gillespie. “Olivia” wrote, “If we must have a new 
fledged citizen for chairman why are we forced to take one who has had two living 
fathers at the same time? Was it necessary that she should circumnavigate the world with 
an illustrious statesman before she should become our chairman?” The writer asked, 
“Mrs. Gillespie if adoption does not apply to minors and not to women after they have 
turned the tender corner of a quarter of a century? In the name of the workingwomen of 
the District, and to this noble class ‘Olivia’ has the honor to belong, we would tenderly 
ask Mrs. Gillespie how many thousands of dollars it costs to adopt an aged child, and also 
if we are expected to pay in the same proportion for our adopted chairman?”209 
 A columnist in Illinois, known as “Le Nard,” picked up on the story and 
contributed her own thoughts. Le Nard remarked that Risley Seward was “an interesting 
infant on the shady side of the twenties when the great statesman took pity on her tender 
childhood, finished her education by taking her on his little pleasure trip around the 
world, and left her a fortune.” Because she had had two fathers at the same time, the 
Illinois writer sarcastically commented that her inability to add was understandable. Le 
Nard sneered that if “this same committee were composed of poor sewing women or 																																																								
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mechanic’s wives, our virtuous press would smell fraud at once, and never rest until it 
had hounded them to death; but being fashionable ladies, with a double-fathered orphan 
at the head, why, it is simply impossible that they could commit anything contrary to the 
decalogue and ‘Olivia’ ought to be ashamed of herself at once.”210 Further commenting 
on the situation, Le Nard noted that “Olivia” did not appreciate her story being 
discredited and tried to get the National Republican to print her side, but the editor 
“declared during the meeting of the editors it had been decided that the paper dare not 
publish it, as it would create a worse earthquake in the social world than the Credit 
Mobilier expose had caused in the political.”211 In truth, it was likely that Congressman 
William D. Kelley, also a key Centennial planner, stopped the story. He wrote to 
“Olivia,” (whose real names was Emily Briggs) to withdraw her statement “as we fear 
that any further newspaper discussion on the subject might indirectly damage the 
Centennial cause.” This letter was promptly published in the National Republican.212 
 A second controversy occurred with the Women’s Centennial Committee in 
Cairo, Illinois. This dispute reflected the divisions in the push for women’s rights at the 
national level. While the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) founded by 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony pushed for broader women’s rights, the 
American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) led by Lucy Stone focused more 
narrowly on suffrage. Ongoing debates over the vote intertwined with views of the proper 																																																								
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role of women in society more generally. Mrs. S.J. S., the writer of “the Cairo Letters,” 
began to denounce the Centennial women in her state of Illinois. She thought that 
pushing women into their own separate sphere showed that men were ashamed of women 
and argued that it “degraded” women. She also argued that the tea parties used as 
fundraisers could have been done away with and that it would have been much more 
sensible to just donate the costs of the materials to the Centennial fund. This was her 
example of women’s inability to save money. To her, women did not even “earn a 
cent…their money all comes out of their husbands’ pockets.” A woman writing by the 
name of “Centennial” took umbrage at her attacks. She did not see how S.J.S. could 
advocate for “equal rights” when she portrayed women as “idle, useless, empty-handed 
consumers and not workers…Would it not be a perilous thing to place any power in such 
helpless, incompetent hands.” 213 
 “Centennial” closed with the argument that “the mingling with energetic, 
intelligent women…prepares me in a measure for the time which is coming, when, 
through the efforts of just such wide-awake material as composes the Centennial 
Associations, women will be allowed to vote, in spite of all Mrs. S. J. S.’s assurances that 
they do not save a nickel.” Working for the Centennial cause prepared women for more 
overtly political action. Her use of the comparison to the “Wide Awakes” was especially 
telling, seeing these Centennial women as the vanguard for women’s political rights.214 																																																								
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She went on: “if in assisting the Centennial Association, I also assist the woman’s 
suffrage cause, then indeed will my ambition be gratified, for that is just what I want to 
do.” “Centennial” also defended the money-making ability of Cairo women, arguing that 
many in the city made their own money by working for themselves.215 
 Another woman also fought against S.J.S.’s assertions: “I see that one at least of 
our friends in Cairo, is disposed to adopt the views of our most esteemed friend, Lucy 
Stone, on the question of the Centennial,” but she was not “inclined to her views of this 
great question.” H.M.T.C. argued for gradual change, stating that “Our Government has 
done its work in sections,” comparing its work to a flower’s slow bloom. “Now I would 
not neglect the flower because it is not yet fully ripened fruit,” she wrote, continuing: 
“Just as the declaration of equal rights, for all men, led by sure steps to the emancipation 
of the enslaved classes, and speedily compelled the extension of the right of suffrage to 
the freedman, so must it yet lead to the extension of this simple guarantee of rights to all 
who are held responsible to law and compelled to assist in defraying the expenses of 
government.” She was just as sure these rights would be granted, as she was that the 
flower would bloom. She noted what had been accomplished with regards to property 
rights and education, stating that women had cause to rejoice in the Centennial year and 
that “womanhood is advancing all the world.” Thus, she felt “that we may rejoice with 
those that rejoice, and that without any feeling of humiliation. We are thankful for what is 
attained, and will labor earnestly for the accomplishment of our still advanced hopes.”216 
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 The ladies’ back-and-forth newspaper disputes went on for several weeks. After 
more debate, “Centennial” suggested a duel, with “shotguns…or broomsticks if you 
prefer it,” with the editors of the two papers being their seconds.217 Three writers, 
“Wretch,” “Fatigue,” and “D.I.S. Gust,” contributed with their frustration that the matter 
between the two women continued for so long. They were tired of it.218 Ironically, neither 
side was arguing against woman’s rights. They were in agreement about advancing the 
cause of women. Their debates hinged on women’s ability to make money, and more 
broadly, women’s political rights. While Philadelphia women’s committee might shy 
away from overtly political talk, that did not mean that women’s groups around the 
country would follow that same lead. 
Suffrage and Equality at the Centennial 
 Other women’s rights supporters viewed the Centennial with great hostility. Some 
of the prominent suffrage supporters came out against the celebration. Why should 
women be expected to commemorate the anniversary of the Declaration of Independence 
when they were fighting for the same rights the colonists had fought for during the 
American Revolution—particularly that famous phrase “No taxation without 
representation?” At the 1873 meeting of the AWSA, Lucy Stone declared that women 
should have nothing to do with the Centennial. They had nothing to celebrate as “they 
were suffering every one of those afflictions for which colonists rebelled.”219 Just as 
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Frederick Douglass had asked what the Fourth of July meant for the slave, suffragists 
asked what the Centennial symbolized for women. Meanwhile, the NWSA also passed 
resolutions about the Centennial: “Whereas it is now proposed to celebrate its centennial 
birthday as a free government, inviting the monarchies of the Old World to join in the 
festivities, while the women of the country have no share in its blessings; therefore 
Resolved that the National Woman Suffrage Association will hold a Convention in 
Philadelphia” on July 4, 1876, “to protest against such gross injustice, unless Congress 
shall in the meantime secure to women the rights, privileges, and immunities of 
American citizens.”220 Stone spoke again later in the convention, saying that she “urged 
all women to refuse to participate in the mockery.”221 Phoebe Couzins, in a lecture in 
Carbondale, Illinois, “took strong ground in favor of female suffrage and warmly 
deprecated the participation of female suffragists in Centennial work.”222 And the Iowa 
State Women Suffrage Association resolved, among other issues, to oppose 
“appropriations to aid the Centennial until women receive equal consideration with men 
in the Exposition.”223 
 Stone’s Woman’s Journal ran numerous editorials, articles, and letters that 
grappled with the Centennial. Maggie B. Harvey, who lived near the fairgrounds in 
Philadelphia, could see the construction of the Exhibition from her third-story window. 
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She speculated that “no ‘strong-minded’ woman lives so near the Centennial Buildings as 
I do.” As she watched the buildings going up, her “sentiments regarding the Centennial” 
grew, too, and not in the way that planners would hope. She wrote about the wonderful 
idea of “equality” but, “alas! That it should be only a theory. The hundredth anniversary 
of American Liberty! Wait a minute. How long has America been a land of liberty?” she 
asked, “Has it been twenty, to say nothing of one hundred years, since this land was a 
land of slavery?” And what about the women? “One half the white portion of humanity 
have been free one hundred years. One half the white portion of humanity, no years,” she 
argued, and because some were not free, “the time of the freedom of the whole white 
American race is naught.”224 
 Even though many of the women involved in the suffrage movement opposed the 
Centennial, some realized that the July 4th celebration in Philadelphia would be a fitting 
place to push for their cause. Susan B. Anthony intended to use the fair to advocate for 
women’s suffrage and asked the president of the planning committee, Joseph Hawley, for 
official permission to do so. She, Anna Garlin Spencer, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
petitioned for “the opportunity to silently present our declaration of rights” to Ulysses S. 
Grant at the Centennial.225 Hawley refused, offering the excuse that the program for the 
day had already been printed. While he noted that “Undoubtedly, we have not lived up to 
our original Declaration of Independence” and conceded that their request was “very 																																																								
224 Woman’s Journal, Feb. 5, 1876. Bonnie Laughlin-Schultz is currently working on a biography of 
Stone. Bonnie Laughlin-Schultz ,“Lucy Stone and the Symbols of Motherhood and Radical Women’s 
Rights during the Civil War” (paper presented at the Conference on Illinois History, Oct. 4-5, 2018). 
 
225 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, eds., History of Woman 
Suffrage, Volume III, 1876-1885 (Rochester, NY: Charles Mann Printing Co., 1886), 28.  
		157 		
slight,” that day they were to “celebrate what we have done the last hundred years; not 
what we have failed to do.” He thought that women promulgating a document calling for 
suffrage would overshadow everything else that day.226   
  Hawley’s position notwithstanding, Anthony and other members of the National 
Women’s Suffrage Association, which had established its headquarters in Philadelphia, 
went ahead with their intention to promote suffrage on the nation’s 100th birthday. At the 
July 4 celebration at Independence Hall, Anthony pushed through the crowd, went up to 
the main stage, and gave the surely astonished Vice President Thomas Ferry a copy of 
their Declaration of the Rights of Women. She and others also passed out additional 
copies to people in the crowd. Finally, Anthony read the document to onlookers from 
another stage.227 Even though fair planners did not intend it, the Centennial became a 
forum for suffrage. 
 Women also had their own day at the fair, on what turned out to be election day. 
Whether this was irony or intentional, Frank Leslie’s noted the selection of this day, “that 
day in which husbands, fathers, brothers and sweethearts, were doing their duty as 
citizens, by electing the next President.” There was a “scarcity of men” on the grounds 
that day. There were several speeches, including by Gillespie, and the Women’s 
Committee gave out pamphlets that contained a “historical sketch of the Woman’s 
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Department of the Exhibition.” For those women, like Gillespie, who rejected woman 
suffrage, the day was perhaps fitting, but for those who supported both the Centennial 
and suffrage, the token granting of a day when men were not even around anyway 
because they were off exercising a privilege denied to women was particularly bitter.228 
Women at the Fair 
Many women participated in and many more visited the fair. The Women’s 
Pavilion was one of several large exhibition buildings, but the only one dedicated 
exclusively to women’s work. Displays at the pavilion were not like women’s displays at 
local fairs which often consisted of “embroidery, quilt making, frilling and beading.” 
Instead, the Pavilion featured work by women artists and the painting and sculptures 
showcased there were chosen with an eye toward “encouraging evidence of woman’s 
emancipation from old time ideas and influences.” In keeping with such thinking, any 
invention that had been patented by a woman was automatically welcome.229  
A Maine writer, E.A.D., expressed her satisfaction to the Woman’s Journal, 
saying that she was pleased the publication usually praised the Women’s Pavilion, 
especially since “It has been considered ‘quite the thing’ by the great army of Centennial 
scribblers, to ridicule the Woman’s Pavilion.” One of those critics she overheard saying 
“It is utterly ridiculous, and I am ashamed to be seen here!” She then asked him what he 
was doing there in the first place. The building was a popular attraction, she noted, and 
the crowds were only greater in Memorial Hall, “which in turn, has been almost as 
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severely criticized as the Woman’s Pavilion.” But there was an important difference: 
women had displayed their best work, and critics concluded that “it could never be 
bettered. Whereas, in the Art Gallery, the ‘committee of grumblers’ found fault only that 
man had not taken the trouble to exhibit his best possible work! Giving him as lawyers 
say, the ‘benefit of the doubt.’ Man always gets the ‘benefit of the doubt’; Woman almost 
never,” she pointed out. But after seeing the exhibits, E.A.D. would “expect better 
methods and more artistic results from…both men and women. What had already been 
accomplished was laudable, given the laws and culture that restricted women’s 
advancements.230   
Debates about gender were prominent in newspaper articles about the pavilion. 
“As proof that woman is not unsexing herself in this pavilion, and has not turned her back 
upon all refined arts through which has for generations appealed to the heart of man,” 
there was the Centennial Cook Book on display.231 Another commentator, though, 
thought that women were not being taught the proper skills in this department. This 
visitor expected to see “new avenues of labor that had been opened for her 
advancement…the practical workings of that education which would make better wives 
and mothers, and, in short, to have their attentions turned away from the frippery, 
nonsense, and gewgaws which are today the curse of woman in every land from 
Labradore [sic] to China.” The pavilion should have affirmed the importance of “national 
economy to our wives, our sisters, our mothers, our daughters,” but instead, it was a 
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“temple of vanity,” filled with “articles that minister to luxury and pride,” such as “costly 
silks covered with embroidery.” Instead, the building needed to teach women “the best 
ways to bring up babies and how to take the best possible care of themselves, so that they 
shall not be a constant affliction to their husbands, with headaches and neuralgias and 
backaches and rheumatism,” as well as how to “make light bread and broil steaks and 
concoct stews that will delight the heart of man.” He continued his nasty diatribe, 
criticizing the writing desk on display, as it showed “how impractical women are when 
they meddle with things outside of their sphere,” as the cost “would furnish a house 
complete from bottom to top for the family of a respectable mechanic.” He did, however, 
appreciate the women who worked at the press for the magazine, New Century for 
Women, as they “were young women not afraid of soiling their fingers—not ashamed to 
be seen earning their bread by the honest labor of their hands. For them, all reverence and 
honor.”232  
 This magazine that he referred to was printed weekly in the Women’s Pavilion 
during the Exhibition. There were articles about current events, literary pieces, and the 
fair itself, and particularly the role of women. The magazine was managed by Sarah 
Hallowell and devoted “to woman’s interests generally, but especially to her connections 
with the Exhibition.”233 It was generally well-praised.234 Some sneered at the journal, 
though, including a Kentucky paper which remarked that “It is a fresh effort to teach the 
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women to sing base, and,  in the language of the late lamented Lincoln, we should say 
that for those who like that kind of a newspaper this will be just the kind of newspaper 
they like.” The paper both indicated that women were attempted to act like men while 
also suggesting that they were debasing themselves in doing so.235 
 One leading suffrage supporter, Eliza S. Turner, wrote a satirical poem in the New 
Century for Women.  Celie, Melie, and Velie, “three tender, clinging things” worried that 
Hallowell’s paper would “ruin so our matrimonial chances” as “nine in ten of gentlemen 
hate women who are clever.” The entire poem was, in fact, quite clever, and the author, 
Turner, obviously played on stereotypes of women. These three women in the poem 
could not “endure that gentlemen/ Should think of us as creatures/ Who dress like frights, 
and want their rights” and then assured these possible suitors that they were “not the least 
strong-minded.” They also could not “abide careers and things,” and they would “never 
touch an ‘ism” or “stand outside a sphere.” They could not possibly know “of what to 
like, and where to step,/ And whether it is raining” without some male “guide” to instruct 
them, assuring the men that they were “truly feeble-minded.” They disdained women 
who call “for education,/ And sells her talents, like a man,/ For bold remuneration.” And 
they would “die before we learn a trade;/ We’d scorn to go to college; We know, (from 
parsing Milton,) how/ Unfeminine is knowledge.”236    One newspaper probably missed 
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the satirical and subversive element when they entitled the poem, “We’re Feeble 
Minded,” instead of Turner’s title, “An Appeal.” Men often sneered at the pavilion or 
saw it as a curiosity. And some went there in hopes of meeting women. Soldiers in the 
Vermont Ransom Guard militia unit who visited the fair were among the men who made 
their way to the building. The account of their excursion noted that, “The Women’s 
Pavilion drew large numbers of the fair sex,” and the soldiers “found attractions there 
which no other building contained.”237 
 There were several controversies about what women could exhibit, with the most 
contentious being a complete ban on the display of garment manufacturing. Some 
columnists saw this as totally tone-deaf, given that the dressmaking industry was a key 
employer for women at the time. Neglecting the clothing industry “strikes another, and a 
deadly blow at honest and honorable work, separating the makers of clothing from the 
workers in other departments of labor, as if they belonged to an order unworthy of 
representation.” Critics argued that “the prejudice against working for money among 
women is very strong…and no word or deed on the part of women engaged in a broad 
centennial work should have been permitted to emphasize it.” The reason the industry 
was ignored was due to class—the women on the committees had nothing to do with 
women engaged in the “active industries and laborious achievements of their sex” and 
they “therefore understand neither the needs of working women, nor their influence.” In 																																																								
237 Later in life, Turner called for women to be better educated, which would mean “a more respected 
position for labor, a purer social life, higher politics, wiser mothers, healthier children, more 
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the minds of privileged elite white women, sewing was simply another reminder of 
patriarchal authority and women’s subordination, not a contribution that women made to 
society.238 
 The ban on garments was noted in the newspapers, as one editor lamented that, 
“space for exhibiting women’s modern clothing is not to be allowed at the Centennial.” 
But another writer said that the ban on dress manufacturing had nothing to do with 
keeping those modern trappings out.239 “It has been stated that the only kinds of clothing 
really excluded from the women’s department…were Bloomers, dress reform garments, 
and the like” but she disputed that statement, as “The exclusion applies to the most 
artistically constructed dress, or bonnet, as well as the ‘chemiloon’ and obnoxious 
trousers.”240 Despite the ban on clothing “a case of dress reform garments” somehow 
made their way into the Pavilion where it was reported they, “caused infinite 
amusement.”241 
 Lucy Stone asked for permission to exhibit a collection of protests of “Harriott K. 
Hunt, and other women, against ‘taxation without representation,’ together with the 
Bowditch pamphlet on ‘The taxation of Women in Massachusetts.’” And “almost 
immediately,” she received an “official reply” that accepted her proposal. She put these 
papers, along with other protests in a wooden box with a glass door, and “received in due 
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form a permit for ‘wall space’ and for a ‘sign’ to the ‘Exhibit,’ two feet long and eight 
inches wide.” She described her sign as being quite simple; it read: “Protests of women 
against taxation without representation.” Stone sent everything to Philadelphia. She 
received numerous inquiries from people who went to the fair, asking where her exhibit 
was located: “We searched everywhere, but we could not find it,” they told her. Stone 
then wrote to the department, asking what had happened to her exhibit; they told her that 
it was “in the library,” and when she herself went to the fair, she discovered that the 
“exhibit was so high on a shelf of the library that the best eyes could not read a word 
there was on it, and the ‘sign’ was nowhere to be seen.” Then she added, “the library was 
apparently a private room or office, into which the crowd looked, but did not enter.” The 
officials acquiesced to Stone’s request that the exhibit be moved down a shelf, but they 
refused to put her sign up, as “Mrs. Gillespie thought that anything which savored of 
‘protest’ was not suited to the time and place.”  242 
 And, of course, Civil War memory and sectionalism once again caused problems. 
When a female artist, Caroline Ransom, asked to display a portrait of General George H. 
Thomas, her request was denied. One paper saw it as an “absurd decision,” and that 
“They refuse to let the picture appear lest its presence may be offensive to some of our 
thin-skinned ‘Southern brethren’! This must be set down as the most extreme case of 
deference to Southern sectional feeling.”243 Apparently, Gillespie held the ultimate veto 																																																								
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power over what was displayed in her pavilion and, the writer complained, she “rules 
with a rod of iron and everyone who approaches is meekly submissive to any commands 
she may give. Commissioners and all fear her and tremble in her presence, and are 
careful not to interrupt her in any plans.”  Demeaning Gillespie, the reporter remarked 
that, “The high-handed manner in which she manages things is often amusing. All people 
in Washington remember her conduct…in regard to Miss Ransom’s portrait of Gen. 
Thomas.” While Gillespie made no statement about the painting herself, her frequent 
tributes to reunion with the South lent credence to such criticism.244  
 Nevertheless, others reported that the Women’s Pavilion had its merits. The 
Boston Journal thought that the most “interesting feature” of the Centennial was the 
Women’s Department. While it might be “curious” to see how the women of the country 
have changed from 1776 to 1876, “of far more importance is a just exhibition of the 
general position of women to-day.” The treatment of women was the best indicator of a 
society: “In barbarism women is a slave; even in countries without the guiding light of 
Christianity, like China, Japan and India, her position is but little better. It is only amid 
true civilization…that woman is fully emancipated and comes into a sphere divinely 
appointed for her.” Extolling the significance of the Pavilion, the writer concluded, “No 
exhibition…of the world’s industry in these times would be complete without the fullest 
representation of woman’s share therein.” 245 
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 Besides showing the elevated position of women in modern society, one writer 
hoped that the Pavilion might have a more material effect, namely closing the gender gap 
in wages. The author of an editorial in the Cecil Whig newspaper in Elkton, Maryland, 
called for a movement to address unequal pay for women. The displays at the fair might 
encourage a woman “looking to the early abolition of the unjust discrimination still 
existing against her in the poorly paid department of female labor.” The writer continued 
that “No reasonable ground exists why woman should not receive the same compensation 
as men for the expenditure of the same amount of time or of labor. If the labor expended 
produce the same result, the compensation should be the same.” The exhibition would 
perhaps help the “half-paid thousands of struggling women whom the misfortunes and 
necessities of life compel to daily toil.” The Women’s Pavilion, the writer hoped, would 
show why women deserved equal pay for equal work, an issue that continued to resonate 
across succeeding generations.246  
In the end, the role of women and how they related to the nation were clearly 
contested at the Centennial. There were divisions at the local, state, and national levels 
and along class and racial lines. Their involvement also exposed the debates about the 
accepted level of political involvement women should be able to achieve. Suffragists 
opposed the Centennial because of its relationship to a nation which denied them rights of 
citizenship. At the same time, some used the Women’s Pavilion as an example of female 
overreach in society, arguing that women should stay in the traditional roles. Meanwhile, 
elite white women dictated a specific image of women—that they were industrious and 																																																								
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intelligent and were part of a national community, but they were not in pursuit of a 
“radical” agenda. Ironically, although women’s exhibits were segregated in a separate 
building, the journal created in their pavilion subtlety worked to promote political rights 
for women.  
In the context of the time, the women’s involvement in the Centennial was itself a 
testament to the power of women in society. Even if the work women did for the fair 
would later be largely forgotten, they were, at the time, hailed as heroes. A poem (See 
Figure 21) published in the spring of 1876 and picked by multiple papers celebrated their 
achievements, but also gestured to the contested place of women in society. While it 
seemingly praised women for their role in supporting the Centennial, it also criticized 
them for stepping outside proscribed gender roles—the women left “the cradle and the 
tub” to raise funds for the fair. But once the “Centennial days” ended and when 
“Patriotism asks no more,” these women, perhaps, would return home.  Thus, the poem 
exposed the ways that women both contributed to the Centennial, while at the same time, 
showed that not everyone agreed with the methods needed for women to support the 
exhibition. 247 
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Figure 3.1 "Our Women," Lake County Star, March 23, 1876  
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Chapter Four 
Southern States Debate the Centennial  
 The president of the United States Centennial Commission, Joseph Hawley, 
celebrated the financial success of the Centennial and its promotion of America to the rest 
of the world, but he lamented that a key goal for the Centennial proved to be futile. “In 
one respect only,” Hawley said, “the Exhibition did not quite come up to our 
anticipations.” The Centennial failed to be a truly national event because several 
Southern states refused to officially participate. States such as Virginia, Louisiana, and 
Texas did not display their resources while Mississippi, Tennessee, and Kentucky 
“expended money in assisting the Fair, and found their advantage in it.” Hawley perhaps 
was too ambitious when he remarked that “the masses of the American people desired to 
make long strides in the Centennial year towards perfect reconciliation” on the occasion 
when “Divine Providence gave us a splendid opportunity to shake hands.” But Hawley 
lamented that while “there has been a great deal done, I wish there had been more.” 
Although intended to promote nationalism and reconcile the North and the South, the 
Centennial failed to fulfill that Unionist dream.248  
The bitterness of white Southerners was the primary reason why the fair failed to 
bring about reunion. Ironically, for them, the anniversary celebration underscored 
sectional differences even as it revealed, throughout the nation, a lack of consensus on 
how to remember the Revolution. The rhetoric used to promote the Centennial by the 
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planners, the Republican press, and even some former Confederates clearly indicated the 
importance of nationalism to the Centennial. This invocation of nationalism did not 
appeal to all in the South and actually served to make the Centennial a divisive affair. 
Sectional tension was apparent in some states from almost the outset as some Southern 
newspapers and politicians asked why they should support the Centennial given the 
corruption in the Grant administration, the much maligned “carpetbagger” governments, 
and the continued federal occupation in the states of Louisiana, Florida, and South 
Carolina. The sectional divide that still existed in parts of the country and Southern 
animosity towards the rest of the nation prohibited the Exhibition from being what 
Hawley and the other planners intended. 
 Not all white Southerners opposed the exhibition, of course, as there were calls 
for participation and some embraced it in the name of economic boosterism. But those 
who denounced the Centennial usually linked it to their bitter view of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction. In states like Louisiana and South Carolina, and to a much lesser extent, 
Virginia, newspapers often made explicit links between the perceived ills of 
Reconstruction politics and the Centennial. However, newspapers in other Southern 
states, like Tennessee or Arkansas, provided more balanced coverage of the proceedings 
and showed how the South, in this period, reflected a multiplicity of views.  While 
support was not unanimous, even Democrats in Tennessee could support the Centennial 
because they hoped it would increase the economic prosperity of their state. Northern 
newspapers generally provided a more positive account of the Centennial, emphasizing 
how it would promote national greatness and unity. But Southerners who supported the 
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Centennial emphasized the economic effects it would have on their state, and also hoped 
it would promote reunion, while those who opposed the Centennial linked it to Radical 
Reconstruction and government overreach. They also focused on the poverty of their 
states, and how they could not afford to participate.  
 Those few historians who have written about the subject have stressed the lack of 
Southern white participation and have ignored those states and individuals from that 
region that did attend. They have portrayed the South as a unified region whose 
inhabitants opposed the Centennial. The range of Southern white thought about the 
Centennial was much more complex, however. Regional generalizations obscure the 
more interesting cases about those individuals, including former Confederate officers, 
who defied the trend and supported the Centennial. This range of thought was apparent 
from the outset of the Centennial’s planning.249  
The Southern States Debate the Centennial 
 To be sure, white Southerners were conflicted about the Centennial. When state 
legislatures were debating whether or not to fund their state’s participation in the fair, the 
issue became another example of Americans contesting the meaning of the fair. Some 
states, like Georgia, never even proposed a bill. Others, like Kentucky, Virginia, and 
Tennessee, debated funding, but ultimately voted against it. And a few, like Mississippi 
and Arkansas, actually appropriated state money for representation at the fair. Those 
outliers exposed the contested realities of the Centennial: in Arkansas, support was linked 
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to the possibilities of economic growth while in Mississippi the appropriation was only 
made while Republicans were still in control of the state legislature. When state funding 
did not come through, some individuals put up their own money so that their states could 
be represented. Thus, the Centennial Committee had high hopes that nearly all the 
Southern states would appropriate money, even sometimes including the amount they 
expected each state to contribute. For example, while Alabama had not appropriated 
money yet, “the prospects are good”; while “Florida expects an appropriation at the next 
meeting of the legislature”; and “South Carolina expects an appropriation of $5000.” 
While many of those hopes were eventually dashed, others were indeed fulfilled, but in 
ways that the planners did not expect.250 
  The responses in each Southern state, including those of the former Confederacy 
as well as Kentucky, to the call to participate in the fair, revealed the ways in which white 
Southerners contested the Centennial. Two states funded the exhibition outright: 
Arkansas and Mississippi. Several other states, such as Tennessee, Virginia, Kentucky, 
and Alabama, debated funding, but ultimately voted against it. (Kentucky appropriated 
some money, but it was not enough to have an effect). While the governors of the 
Reconstruction states of Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida supported the exhibition 
and called on their legislatures to appropriate money, this never happened. Finally, the 
states of Georgia, Texas, and North Carolina also failed to appropriate money and there 
appeared to be little expectation that they would.  The majority of Southern states 
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rejecting participation created the image that Southerners were united in their opposition 
to the fair.  
 Southern newspapers reflected the range of opinions about the celebration in 
Philadelphia. When editors and speakers tried to justify their state’s participation, they 
often stressed how it would benefit their own population, particularly economically. 
Many also expressed hope that the Centennial would encourage immigrants to come to 
their own states. Finally, some espoused the hope that participation would help to reunite 
the nation. Those that opposed the Centennial also stressed economics—their state was 
too poor to contribute. Many also linked the Centennial to the Republican party and to 
Reconstruction—indicating that the Centennial was just another form of the Radical 
Reconstruction policies they hated. Whenever an opportunity to stress sectionalism 
occurred, editors took it, and lamented how their region was oppressed. 
 But there were Southerners who embraced the Centennial. Arkansas and 
Mississippi both had state-funded buildings on the fairgrounds. While the story in 
Arkansas was relatively straightforward—the governor supported funding, the legislature 
approved it—the story in Mississippi was a very different matter altogether. 
Arkansas 
 The Democratic governor of Arkansas, Augustus Garland, was in favor of his 
state appropriating money for the Centennial. He took sectional bitterness head-on and 
argued that the fair would “contribute largely to remove the asperities engendered in past 
years between the people of the north and the south.” It would also “strengthen our love 
for the union.” In addition to such lofty ideas, Arkansas’ exhibition of minerals and 
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products would “induce immigrants to come to the state.” Thus, he recommended “a 
reasonable appropriation be made…to promote her interests, and be alike honorable to 
her and her people.” The New York Herald even picked up the governor’s address and 
used it to lobby its own government to appropriate money: “even the governor of a state 
so poor and carpet-bag ridden as Arkansas recommends an appropriation.” Thus, they 
argued, New York had a responsibility to fund it, too.251 
 Garland’s involvement was not without controversy. Prior to his election in 1874, 
Arkansas had been under Republican rule, with rival Republicans Elisha Baxter and 
Joseph Brooks both claiming the governorship. The result was a conflict called the 
“Brooks-Baxter War.” However, when Garland won the governorship, President Grant 
was reluctant to recognize him, and went so far as to ignore Garland’s recommendations 
for Centennial Commissioners for several months. The administration’s reluctance to 
recognize a Democratic government stemmed from worries about the progress of 
Reconstruction. Despite the chaos of Republican divisions in Arkansas, Grant and other 
Northern Republicans feared turning the state over to former rebels like Garland. This 
concern went so far that when “a letter concerning the centennial demanded attention,” 
Grant “ordered the Secretary of State, in his reply, to carefully avoid any terms implying 
an official recognition of Garland.”252 When Grant did decide to approve Garland’s 
recommendations for the commission, state papers hailed the move as the “first official 
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recognition of the present government.”253 Still, the governor’s appointments brought 
further controversy when they were criticized by the Louisville Christian Observer, 
which said that they were “appointed centennial commissioners for service done in voting 
for the passage of the force bill.” This was a curious statement, given that neither were 
members of Congress and could not have cast ballots for the legislation enforcing Radical 
Reconstruction policies for civil rights.254 
Governor Garland’s support of the centennial carried over state lines: he had 
“taken the strongest kind of ground in favor of the centennial” and, at an African 
Methodist Episcopal church conference in Texas, a bishop paid “the governor a high 
compliment, while delivering an address to his brethren on education.” Accounts of the 
black clergyman’s praise noted, “Little did Gov. Garland think that while maintaining a 
national spirit and supporting the education of the colored people, he was winning the 
hearts of those opposed to him in politics, who would remember him and sing his praises 
far and wide.” In some situations, then, African Americans could see it being in their best 
interest to support a white Southern Democrat. 255 
  Once the commissioners for Arkansas were appointed, they worked quickly to 
establish a state advisory board and to create contacts in all the major cities and counties. 
They held regular meetings over the next several months and researched the number of 
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immigrants and the wealth added to the state because of them.256 The commissioners 
argued that if the state neglected the opportunity, they could “blame only ourselves if, 
hereafter, we find ourselves as a state and a people unknown to the outside world, or 
known only through the misunderstanding and misrepresentation under which we have to 
a great extent suffered heretofore.”257 Economic progress was the key to reunion’s 
success. Commissioner George W. Lawrence argued that, “Arkansas is now sovereign 
and free and can enjoy political rest and security in state affairs” and contended that, 
“soon Arkansas, under a free, intelligent, progressive rule, will rise from the ashes where 
she grovels in the embers of a dying political fire to be one of the foremost states of the 
union.” In light of this, he said that “we must be there. Such relations with the external 
world will at once advance the state. It will afford us an opportunity to be more favorably 
introduced to the investing, immigrating, and migrating public.” Participating would 
alleviate their state debt and restore their credit, and in so doing, advance the state. 258  
The state board began planning their exhibits and offered cash prizes to those who 
submitted the best crops to be displayed in Philadelphia. They also hoped to show the 
world that Arkansas could grow wheat, as they thought that was the best crop to induce 
immigration from Europe.259 They also received the promise of free transportation of 
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goods to Philadelphia from the Little Rock and Fort Smith Railroad Company.260 Several 
other railroads followed suit.261 The State Centennial Board had trouble with getting 
submissions from Pulaski county, where the state capital of Little Rock was located. 
They implored the citizens of the county to submit their crops within the next sixty days 
so that they could have an adequate representation: “If every one will do something, 
however little, we can make a creditable exhibition, otherwise we will make a failure. We 
appeal, therefore, to our friends to act before it is too late.”262 That the commissioners and 
many on the advisory board all hailed from Little Rock brought criticism from those in 
other parts of the state and the Boone County Record complained that the board favored 
the capital at the expense of the more rural areas.263 
 A Women’s Centennial Committee also formed in Arkansas. 264 One of their first 
meetings was in the house of George Dodge, one of the state’s national commissioners, 
and his wife became a key leader in the ladies centennial group.265 Rather than fundraise 
for the Women’s Department at the national level, however, these women asked to help 
raise funds for their own state. They worried that any appropriation from the legislature, 
if there was any, would be coming quite late. The state board needed money now. The 
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ladies also believed that the Centennial would promote the state’s economy, and they 
agreed that it would encourage reunion, as “our animosities may be forgotten.” Hoping 
for peace, the woman’s circular, written by Mrs. H.C. Caldwell, declared, “Let us now 
bury the past,” and argued that “We now have the opportunity to do much good, and it 
must rest upon our consciences to improve it. United by a common interest, seeking a 
common blessing, we will be a reunited and happy people.”266 Dressed in garb 
reminiscent of Martha Washington, the ladies held fundraisers that included dances and 
refreshments.267 
 Support also came from the churches. A Methodist minister, A.R. Winfield, 
addressed the Arkansas legislature, praising the governor and the end of Reconstruction 
while also pushing for the government to fund the state’s involvement in the Centennial: 
“Long has the oppressor’s heel been on our necks—long has been the effort to degrade 
southern chivalry and southern pride.” But now, “once more I am a free man and now I 
can, for the first time, stretch my hand across the bloody chasm of ten years, and claim 
kindred with every part of our country.” The Southern preacher hailed the return of the 
Democrats to power: “Let us all be friends; smoke the pipe of peace; bury the tomahawk. 
In twelve months from today the colored people will find that they never had a better 
friend or a truer man than our Garland.” Because Redemption had ended Reconstruction, 
the Southern man asserted that “Arkansas must be represented at our grand centennial 
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next year, and we venture to say when the roll of states is called, no name will enlist 
longer and louder applause than Arkansas.”268  
 The editor of the Gazette also believed in the Centennial and called out those 
Southerners who disagreed with participating in it. One of his targets was George Senator 
John Brown Gordon, the former Confederate general and founder of the Ku Klux Klan. 
Brown epitomized the unreconstructed rebel, and he denounced the Centennial, arguing 
that if the South was still being viewed as disloyal, Southerners had “no business taking 
any part in the approaching exhibition.” The Gazette disagreed: “Never was there so 
signal an opportunity for the restoration of brotherly feeling between the lately warring 
sections. Never will there be such again!”269 Taking on another Confederate hero, he 
wrote that “Raphael Semmes has recently written a letter opposing participation by 
Alabama in the centennial…In this we think Mr. Semmes is in error. Not alone Alabama, 
but every southern state should make it a point to be well-represented…No more fit time 
will ever occur in the history of this country for a final cementing of past differences 
between the north and the south.” Semmes, the famous commander of the Confederate 
raider, CSS Alabama, had wreaked havoc on Northern shipping during the war. Years of 
court cases followed, as the United States government sought compensation from 
England, which was where Semmes’ ship had been built. With the Alabama Claims still 
making headlines, anything the rebel naval hero said attracted attention across the South. 
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But the Arkansas editor disagreed with the raider, arguing that “Admiral Semmes’ 
prejudices and individual wrongs have evidently got the better of his judgment this 
time.”270 Instead, the newspaperman praised the work of his own state: “We are glad to 
see that the centennial movement, in our state, is being pushed as it ought to be, by the 
commissioners and advisory board…If we wait for Hercules to lift our wagon out of the 
mud, without ourselves putting our shoulders to the wheel, we may stick forever in the 
slough.”271 
By November 1875, the Arkansas legislature brought up a bill to fund their state’s 
involvement in the Centennial. 272 The governor again addressed the issue, supporting the 
Centennial funding. 273 The legislature decided on an appropriation of $15,000.274 One 
senator tried to amend the bill and bring the amount down to $6,000, but his efforts 
failed. Instead, the debate moved on to the question of whether or not Arkansas needed to 
have its own state building.275 Without much opposition, the bill passed less than two 
weeks after being introduced.276  
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Mississippi 
While Arkansas’s involvement brought little drama, the situation was radically 
different in Mississippi. In his annual address to the legislature in 1876, Governor 
Adelbert Ames of Mississippi urged for his state to appropriate money towards the 
Centennial. Ames, a former Union general, was a Radical Republican and one of the 
most famous carpetbaggers in the Reconstruction era. His administration embodied all 
that the rebels who resisted Reconstruction hated. The Republican majority in the state 
legislature had already agreed to appropriate $5,000 for Mississippi’s participation the 
previous year, and some hoped to put up even more money. But the Democrats were 
returning to power and with the aid of night-riding secret societies and violent voter 
suppression, won a majority in the legislative elections. The bill to appropriate more 
money for the fair showed how, in the Magnolia State, the Centennial served as a symbol 
of Radical Reconstruction. The bill was supported by a carpetbag governor who had led a 
Republican government made up of Unionists and African Americans and opposed by a 
Democratic legislature trying to redeem the state for former rebels who would overturn 
Reconstruction policies in favor of white supremacy. One newspaper editor complained 
that “The Centennial men, not satisfied with the law of the Radical Legislature which 
appropriated $5,000 to be wasted at Philadelphia, and to authorize certain carpet-baggers 
to act as representatives there from Mississippi, asked for $2,500 more.” The 
appropriation was fraught with meaning far beyond concerns about fiscal responsibility. 
The original appropriation had gone towards paying shipping costs to Philadelphia and 
towards paying premiums for the crops submitted that were especially “meritorious,” but 
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the additional money was wanted to pay for a building to display their products. 277 Some 
Democratic legislators tried to withdraw the appropriation that had already been made 
and to “require the money” to be returned to the state treasury, as they stressed the 
“impoverished condition of Mississippi.” The Republicans did not get the additional 
money, but the effort to withdraw the initial $5,000 failed as well. As a result, Mississippi 
would be one of the only Southern states to erect a building at the fair. The state’s 
participation thus became a divisive symbol of Reconstruction.278  
The Weekly-Clarion took a strong position against the additional appropriation, as 
“the State is in debt” and the current legislature was “elected to cut down appropriations, 
not increase them.” Their stance had nothing to do with “public spirit,” “patriotism,” or 
of “bridging ‘the bloody chasm.’” Rather, they opposed it because “the money is not in 
the Treasury, and the overtaxed people are not able to put it there.” The people of the 
state “do not think themselves in a condition” to contribute to the Centennial, and even if 
the people were forced to contribute, they would not be able to afford to attend: “They 
will be at home working their crops.” Furthermore, “Virginia, Kentucky, and other 
States, in consideration of their poverty, have just rejected Centennial appropriation 
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bills,” and the $5,000 already contributed should be returned to the Treasury. But the 
money was not withdrawn and had already been spent.279   
 Because so many Mississippi editors and publishers were planning to take a trip 
to the Centennial, the annual Mississippi Press Association meeting, supposed to be held 
in June, was postponed until further notice. While the president of the association, J. L. 
McCullum, wished them a safe journey, he also expressed qualms about the event. To 
him, “this putting off the Press convention, to go to the Centennial, reminds us too 
forcibly of the custom that prevailed with our radical Legislators, ‘adjourning to go to 
Mardi Gras.’” And in fact, the Centennial itself was “as far as we honest people down 
South are concerned, a sham, a fleeting show, a Mardi Gras, with its false faces, sounding 
brass and tinkling cymbal, and those whose misfortune it may be to attend it will so 
learn.”280 
In Governor Ames’s annual address, he spelled out the ongoing attempt to 
overthrow Reconstruction that was going on in his state. He knew that the Democrats, 
who had just won handily in the last election through a campaign of terror and violence, 
would be seeking his removal from office. The Democrats were led by Lucius Lamar, 
former Congressman and secessionist, who had served as a Confederate diplomat, and 
had been elected to Congress in 1873. Openly racist, Lamar boldly proclaimed the 
supremacy of the Anglo-Saxon race and hoped to be elected to the U.S. Senate, where he 
could join other Southern Democrats in dismantling the Radical Republican agenda. 
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Ames’s fears came true shortly after his address. The Democrats in the legislature 
impeached the black Republican lieutenant governor, Alexander Davis and then turned 
their sights on the governor. In late March, 1876, Ames resigned “to escape a pre-
arranged impeachment by a rebel legislature, elected by means of the reign of terror” in 
the state. According to a Maine newspaper, “the white ex-Confederates have by outrage 
and assassination intimated and overbourne the Republican vote…and every one of 
Lamar’s steps toward the…Senate is marked with the blood of innocent colored citizens 
of the United States struck down…by guerillas.” When Maine’s congressional 
representative, Republican James Blaine, had spoken a few months previously, it seemed 
to be prophetic: “when in exposing the hypocritical plea in behalf of Jeff Davis, he 
[Blaine] fixed his eyes on Lamar and charged him and his associates with the design to 
impeach and disqualify from office ‘as gallant a soldier of the Union as ever tied on the 
sash.” The editor concluded that “the people of the North are beginning to see what lies 
behind Centennial gush.” The world’s fair in Philadelphia had become a battleground for 
the forces of Reconstruction.281 
Tennessee 
 Supporters of the Centennial in Tennessee, Virginia, Alabama, and Kentucky all 
tried to appropriate money for the fair but ultimately failed. In these states, supporters 
echoed the rhetoric of those in Arkansas, arguing that the Exhibition would promote 
economic success. In Tennessee, the Knoxville Weekly Chronicle, stressed that the 
Southern states should participate in the Centennial because “it was a rare opportunity” to 																																																								
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“show the world something of our resources.” They minimized the importance of the 
Centennial being a national enterprise and rather stressed the individual state’s 
connections to the celebration. They called, instead, for “co-operation which secures 
harmony.”282  
 But they also shared the aspirations of Hawley that the celebration could bring 
about reunion. Published in the part of the state where Unionists had resisted the 
Confederacy, the paper reprinted an oration given at a reunion of the “gallant Army of the 
Cumberland” in Ohio. Union General Durbin Ward hoped that the Centennial would be 
an opportunity for the North and South to “sit down together on the old benches in 
Independence Hall and take the sacrament of reconciliation.” The Union needed to invite 
the South to participate. This clearly represented how the Centennial was reunion on 
Union terms. And the Chronicle agreed with the sentiments expressed by Ward, noting 
that “we should unite without regard to past differences” and “should not forget that we 
are all citizens of one common country.” If they could do that, “the Centennial 
Celebration of 1876 will be a grand love-feast. . . when all animosities will be buried, and 
all unbecoming, ill-natured, harassing and unfruitful rivalries and jealousies will be 
buried in the oblivious past.”283   
 In contrast to the Unionist view of the Centennial’s role, former Confederate 
Colonel William H. Stephens, on behalf of the Tennessee Centennial Commission, spoke 
to the Tennessee General Assembly in support of participating in the fair. He said that, “I 
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regretted to learn that there was a suspicion on the part of some of those who are in 
political sympathy with me that there was somehow or other a political significance or 
purpose” to the Centennial. He thus implied that others viewed the Centennial 
suspiciously, as it was a means of promoting Reconstruction. He saw the Centennial as a 
means to promote the economic interests of his state, particularly the coal industry.284 
Another former Confederate, Colonel Balie Peyton, viewed participation in the 
Centennial as patriotic. He also emphasized the economic benefits, though, and gave less 
weight to the emotional effect of reconciliation. He further commented that celebrating 
the Declaration of Independence had no overt political implication, except for affirming 
“that sacred right of revolution for which some of us have been lately contending.” He 
would “rise above such consideration,” though, and instead consider it to be a celebration 
of the independence of the country from Europe. Tennessee being represented at the 
Centennial was crucial, and the state needed to display its mineral resources to both the 
rest of the country and to the world. Participation in the Centennial would materially 
benefit the state, according to Peyton, as it would showcase the state’s resources and 
would induce Northern capitalists to invest in the state’s economy. Peyton concluded that 
participation would aid in healing the divisions in the country and that the “dead heroes 
of the revolution” would be “present in glory and happiness at that great gathering.” 
Sentiment was fine, but for many on both sides of the sectional divided, money mattered 
most.285  
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 Despite all this posturing and appealing to both patriotism and material 
improvement to Tennessee’s economy, the legislature did not appropriate the necessary 
funds for the celebration.286 The Democratic governor of the state, James D. Porter, a 
former Confederate officer, supported the efforts of the Centennial, including its 
opportunity to reunite the country. But he said that he could not ask for the legislature to 
fund it while the state and its inhabitants were still suffering from the economic 
depression of 1873.287 One paper reported that aside from “Chattanooga’s mineral 
display, Tennessee will probably not be represented at the centennial exhibition.” While 
the commissioners had secured space in the buildings, they did not have exhibits to 
contribute.288 Still, Tennessee railroads agreed to transport goods bound for the 
Centennial for free.289 
Virginia 
 During the early years of planning, Virginia supported the Centennial. Like 
Tennessee, Virginia had been restored to the Union after only a brief period of 
Reconstruction. Unionist and even Republican sympathies in the state were not 
uncommon at the time. Given Virginia’s role in founding the nation, it seemed important 
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for the Old Dominion to participate in the fair. An air of nationalist sentiment ran through 
speeches and news articles during the planning years, but support waned later on. The 
Philadelphia Age praised Virginia’s efforts in 1871 and noted that “the centennial 
celebration will bridge the ugly gap in our history . . . Virginia and Pennsylvania were 
united in 1776—in 1876, they are not divided.”290 That article clearly saw the importance 
of the revolutionary memory of both states in forging a reconciliation.  
 The Republican Daily State Journal also clearly embraced the nationalist 
argument about the role of the Centennial. Virginia, as the home of George Washington, 
had an obligation to support the Centennial. Further, Washington, if he had lived until 
1876, would “sorrowfully tremble for the future, if the fell spirit of sectionalism still lifts 
her hydra head, and is not indignantly frowned down by all who love country, who love 
progress, who love Liberty.” The Journal editor hoped that the celebration “would be a 
farewell to the sorrows and bitterness, and a welcome into the new century of our 
country’s age.”291 Even Washington would tell the country that it was time to reunite.  
John E. Roller, a former Confederate engineer, served as the chairman for the 
Virginia Centennial delegation. Joining him was a second former Confederate—Colonel 
Samuel Bassett French. Roller, on behalf of the delegation, hoped that the Centennial 
would bring peace to the country. He did not want the 1876 celebration to be a reminder 
of the Civil War, as the “widowed hearts and orphaned children might have been made to 
weep again” while “The dreary, bloody past would. . . have harrowed the American heart 
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and the fires of prejudice and hate, which had fallen into mouldering ashes, would have 
been rekindled into a blaze.” While Roller recognized that the Centennial could bring out 
renewed sectional conflict, he also believed that the celebration could be beneficial for 
the whole country. He did not want to remember the war at all, or so he indicated. Roller 
instead wanted to move on and hoped the nation could reunite in the centennial year. 292  
 Taking a different stance, the Petersburg Appeal, a Virginia newspaper, wrote that 
“It is our earnest hope, then, that not one dollar of Southern money will be contributed to 
this swindling scheme” of Yankees who were “setting at naught every holy memory of 
the fathers” and “speculat[ing] at the cost of the whole country, upon a supposed 
sentiment of patriotism, in which a large portion of the country feel satisfied it has no 
possible interest.” Participating in the Centennial would be meaningless and would 
humiliate the states being mistreated by “Northern wrong and oppression.”293 This paper 
clearly evinced the perception that the memory of the founders was being 
misappropriated. However, the negativity stemmed from a reaction against Republicans 
and Reconstruction, in general, rather than specific policy in Virginia, which had been 
readmitted to the Union years earlier and had a Democratic majority in the legislature.294  
 As the time for the celebration drew near, the wish of that Democrat paper was 
fulfilled, at least in terms of official support from the Virginia government. The 
Washington, D.C. National Republican highlighted that while Virginia could not afford 
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to appropriate funds for the Centennial, they felt “wealthy and willing enough to erect a 
statue to commemorate the insurgent services of Robert E. Lee.”295 In the competition 
between a nationalist memory of the American Revolution and a rebel remembrance of 
the Civil War, the latter won the day. The Virginia legislature rejected a bill appropriating 
$10,000 for the fair. A Kentucky paper supported this and suggested that it was “both 
right and proper for the people in that war-devastated country are in no fix to make 
appropriations of any kind.” But, “Philadelphia papers are raising a hella-ballou about it 
and claim that it is the same old spirit rebellion, which characterized them in past days, 
that prompted the action.”296  
 There was much debate in the legislature in January 1876. One black member, 
Peter J. Carter, was apparently an especially ardent supporter of Virginia appropriating 
money for the Centennial. In response, the Evening Journal published an imagined 
satirical and racist account about Carter opposing funding. The headline ran: “Excitement 
in the legislature—A colored delegate opposes the Centennial appropriation and is 
warmly endorsed by ex-governors Smith and Letcher.” Carter, supported by the “cries 
‘Hear him! Hear him!’ by former governors of the state, interrupted a man who was 
pushing for funding. The writer rendered his speech in ridiculous dialect, making Carter 
sound highly uneducated, and the speech was ultimately unintelligible. The paper was 
using the Centennial as a means of criticizing black legislators and suggesting that they 
did not belong in politics, thus linking Reconstruction, race, and the Centennial. In 
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response to the newspaper’s fictional nastiness, Peter K. Jones, another black delegate, 
wanted to expel the reporter or anyone else connected to the paper. Ultimately, the bill 
for appropriating money failed, although the vote was close— 58 opposed to 56 in favor. 
The editor of the Richmond Dispatch lamented the failure, as it was “likely to chill 
relations between Virginia and the North” as well as “between Virginia and Congress.”297  
 Some papers reported that the reason why Virginia failed to make an 
appropriation was because of James Blaine’s amnesty speech. In fact, one Virginia 
delegate made exactly the same point. William Smith, who had been governor two 
different times— once in 1864-1865 and also between 1846-1849— spoke strongly 
against funding. According to a report of his speech, he “alluded to Mr. Blaine’s 
resolution as evidence of the desire of many of the northerners to keep up the bad feelings 
and keep open the bloody chasm…Blaine’s resolutions were intended as an insult to 
Jefferson Davis, and an insult to Davis was an insult to the men who were with him in the 
late war.” These comments were “interrupted by applause on the floor of the House and 
in the galleries, which the Speaker promptly checked.” A Virginia columnist believed 
that other politicians lost their “ardor” in supporting the appropriation because of Blaine’s 
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speech.  A Louisiana paper smelled a Radical Republican conspiracy and wrote that 
Blaine did what he intended, as “a part of the programme was to provoke hostility on the 
part of the South, which would give additional matter to the Morton or Blaine breed of 
politicians.”298 
Alabama 
 In 1875, the Alabama legislature voted to allow the governor to appoint a state 
board of five commissioners. However, it stipulated that no money was to be 
appropriated.299 The following year, the legislature issued a resolution saying that it 
supported the celebration of the centennial year. And some legislators tried to overturn 
the earlier ban on funding, introducing a bill to appropriate $10,000 to participate in the 
fair.300 There were calls for a quick vote; that way there would be time for private 
businesses to step in and make up any lack of money.301 But legislative opponents of the 
Centennial continued to drag out the debate without bringing it to a vote. The legislature 
was criticized because the delay meant that “private enterprise” would not be able to do 
anything because of its inactivity.302 Ultimately, Alabama decided on an act to “induce 
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and encourage immigration” that was “allowed to supplant the Centennial bill.303 This 
suggested several things: encouraging immigration and funding the Centennial were at 
odds, unlike in other states where some supported the Centennial because they hoped it 
would help spur immigration to their state. And in a time of economic cutbacks, inducing 
and encouraging immigration had no dollar amount attached to it, unlike the Centennial 
bill. It was probably a way to suggest, without having to provide actual money, that 
legislators still wanted to promote their state. A member of the state commission 
implored Alabamians to submit mineral specimens to him, as he had been granted space 
in one of the larger buildings at the fair. He lamented that “This is the only manner now 
left for the representation of these resources in Alabama at the Centennial.”304 
Kentucky 
 The Kentucky legislature first brought up the issue of appropriation in January, 
1876, only a few months before the fair opened. But opponents issued resolutions 
“protesting against appropriating anything to the Centennial Celebration until the ban of 
proscription is removed from all the citizens, not only Kentucky, but of the whole United 
States.”305 Once again, the Centennial became a Reconstruction battlefield. A bill to 
appropriate $30,000 failed in the state house of representatives.306 Determined to 
participate, supporters in the state senate tried again, this time adjusting the amount down 
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to $10,000. The bill’s prospects were bleak, according to one newspaper, a report that 
proved prophetic, as the measure was defeated again a few days later.307 One paper 
chided the legislature for their “close fisted narrow-contractedness” as the appropriation 
would have been of great help to the state, and implored them to “reconsider your action 
and vote a liberal appropriation of say $10,000.” The state could afford it, as “we are in 
as good condition financially as any State in the Union.”308 One senator even introduced a 
resolution to appropriate $90,000,000 to erect a “Chinese wall around Kentucky, making 
it unlawful for Kentuckians to visit or send articles to the Centennial.” It was rejected.309 
Another representative, John Preston, “proposed resolutions reciting the refusal to pardon 
Mr. Davis, and that, as long as any one man in the country is denied the right of complete 
citizenship, American liberty did not exist, and thus, “Kentucky could not with dignity 
join in the celebration of American freedom.”310 However, “after considerable 
filibustering” the state senate agreed with the house resolution that called for 
appropriating $5,000. But such meager funds given so late were not enough.311  
 The Kentucky Centennial Board presented a memorial asking for an additional 
$5,000 almost immediately after the first bill passed, as Hawley told them that “Kentucky 
has not the requisite room for exhibition.”312 The state board wanted the money so 																																																								
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Kentucky could have a state building. The Democratic governor, James McCreary, 
supported the appropriation.313 Supporters pointed out that there was no room for their 
goods in existing buildings.314 There was only a 15’ x 45’ space available for Kentucky in 
one of the buildings. The state board told the governor that “without some appropriation” 
for a building, “Kentucky might as well stay away.” A Courier-Journal writer noted that 
“If the Legislature in its present attitude truly represents Kentucky in this matter, then 
Kentucky has just 15 x 45 feet more space in the Centennial Exposition buildings than 
she deserves.”315 This second attempt at an appropriation never materialized, however. 
One newspaper editor lamented that if the Legislature refused to “do their plain duty” in 
funding the Centennial, private subscribers should make up the difference. But it was too 
late, and nothing more came of the effort to have the Bluegrass State participate fully in 
the Exhibition.316 
Just because a state was still operating under a Republican governor leading a 
Reconstruction government did not mean that the state supported the Centennial. In fact, 
the states of Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina all failed to participate in the 
exhibition. In all three cases, the governors sought appropriations, but the legislatures 
apparently never brought the matter to a vote. . Democratic newspapers took every 
opportunity to highlight corruption to bolster their argument that the South needed to be 
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restored to home rule. In all three of the states still under occupation, the issue of funding 
participation in the fair became a fight over Reconstruction. Indeed, the anti-centennial 
sentiments in the papers were often linked to the fact that the states were still being 
reconstructed.317   
Louisiana 
 In his 1876 annual address, Louisiana Radical Republican Governor William Pitt 
Kellogg  requested an appropriation.318 In a letter to the editor, “Last Ditcher” opposed 
the call of the “usurping Governor of Louisiana” to support the Centennial: “As a tax-
payer, I object to any appropriation being made, unless it is to exhibit Louisiana in effigy 
at the Centennial as she really is—bayonetted and unchained, with a set of ravening 
jackals tearing her to pieces. To represent her there to the world as a free, sovereign and 
independent State of the Union will be worse than a mockery.” Furthermore, “Louisiana 
is in sackcloth and ashes. She has no representation (properly so- called) at the 
Centennial, and she wants none. When she has hurled the usurper off her breast, then she 
will be proud to show herself.” The letter published in the newspaper exemplified white 
Southern anger at Reconstruction and the federal government. Such Southerners had no 
feelings of unity with the United States, and as such, they wanted no part of the national 
celebration.319  
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 Working with Kellogg, a Republican legislator introduced a resolution for 
$150,000 to go towards “Centennial purposes.”320 The Shreveport Times wondered why  
the man who introduced the bill, Aaron Burton Levisee, did so, if it was just “innate 
meanness, as there is no money in it for Levisee—unless, indeed, he should be appointed 
a committee of one to carry the money to Philadelphia.”321 The New Orleans Times  
found such an amount preposterous. The Pelican State could not afford that: “We are not 
prepared to hear dissertations about Louisiana’s place in the galaxy at Philadelphia and 
the propriety of having the wayward child fittingly adorned for that swell affair. We 
haven’t the money to spend and that should be the end of the argument.”322 Maria Copley 
Larkin Ludeling spearheaded the women’s centennial committee in the state. She was 
married to the Louisiana Chief Justice John Ludeling, a Unionist who had opposed 
secession and then aligned with the Republicans after the war. The Louisiana ladies 
hoped to obtain submissions from women across the state to be displayed in the Women’s 
Pavilion.323 
 But the fair’s opponents in Louisiana exhibited virulent animosity towards the 
Centennial. The New Orleans Democratic organ, the Daily Picayune provided an 
indication of just how vitriolic Southern Democrats could be towards the celebration. 																																																								
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Such a reaction against the event was especially startling since the Reconstruction 
government in Louisiana did not appear to be invested in the proceedings. Still, the 
newspaper criticized the Centennial frequently, illustrating just how the fair had become 
a symbol of Reconstruction. The New Orleans paper’s opposition was noticed by other 
newspapers, such as the Nashville Union and American and the St. Louis Times. The 
editor of the Missouri paper was puzzled by the negativity and reported that “If we hadn’t 
done as well as we might in a hundred years, let us rejoice that we have done no 
worse.”324 
 What likely sparked this outcry was the Picayune editorial that asserted that 
celebrating the Declaration of Independence made no sense given that there was no such 
thing as a “free and independent state” anymore and could not be while the federal 
government continued to occupy Southern states. The South needed to “make better use 
of her small means” and “If it is patriotism which is to be flaunted by such brazen 
mendacity, save her from the degradation!”  The editorialist held that “The Southern 
people, however poor and suffering, can at least show that if not political freemen, they 
are at least men, who will not disgrace their humanity.”325 A year later, the Picayune 
editor continued the vitriol, publishing a rejoinder to a highly positive article about the 
Centennial from the Cincinnati Gazette. The Louisiana paper noted the problems of the 
last several years that had been caused by Reconstruction. The Spirit of 1776 appeared to 
have vanished. Tyrants were ruling Louisiana, and bribery and corruption in the country 
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were rampant. In the Lost Cause interpretation, not only was the Centennial Exhibition a 
site of contested memory of the American Revolution—the entire comparison between 
1776 and 1876 was faulty.326  
 The editor continued to reflect on the upcoming Centennial and the discrepancies, 
as he saw it, between the Declaration’s ideals and the current situation in the country 
While the country had materially progressed, ideologically, it was no better than Europe. 
Monarchs gathering in Vienna for the 1873 World’s Fair would be happy to know that 
while their kingdoms might be falling apart, “here in America, the chosen land of 
Democracy, such terms as ‘centralism,’ ‘imperialism,’ and ‘Caesarism,’ are in daily use.” 
So said the voice of rebellion in New Orleans.327  
Florida 
 Meanwhile, in Florida, the Republican governor, O. B. Hart, included in his 1874 
annual address an appeal to participate in the Centennial. But nothing came of it. A native 
Floridian, Hart was a Unionist who had opposed secession. After the war, he supported 
civil rights for African Americans and saw the Philadelphia Exhibition as an opportunity 
to promote equality and reunion on egalitarian terms. He believed that Florida needed to 
be represented and wanted the state government to appoint a board and commissioners 
who would help to spur on the state’s participation. When Hart died in office, his 
lieutenant governor, Marcellus Stearns, took up the cause of Reconstruction as the new 
governor. Stearns was a carpetbagger, a native of Maine who fought for the Union during 
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the rebellion, losing an arm in battle. Now continuing the fight against rebellion from the 
governor’s chair, he highlighted the fact that the legislature had not taken up his 
predecessor’s appeal to participate in the Centennial. Stearns proactively appointed a 
state board himself. He lamented his state’s inactivity and noted how some of the women 
of Florida had been active in supporting the Women’s Centennial Committee and he 
hoped that the “men of Florida will not be long behind them.” Despite the governor’s 
words and actions, Florida had little to do with the fair. Black women in the state had 
raised $35 at a Tallahassee fundraiser, while other women in the same city had raised 
$47.25. The total went to fund the Women’s Department at the Centennial. 328 
South Carolina 
In South Carolina, the governor wanted the state to be represented, but he did not 
make any request for an appropriation. Another Republican carpetbagger, Daniel Henry 
Chamberlain was a native of Massachusetts and a former Union soldier who had served 
as an officer in a black regiment. He moved to South Carolina after the war to attend to 
the affairs of a deceased classmate whom he had befriended while a student at Harvard. 
Elected governor in 1874, Chamberlain supported the state’s participation in the 
Philadelphia Exhibition. He had originally appointed a Centennial board in October 1875, 
but his choices were unpopular.329 Moreover, according to one report, the board did not 
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do much anyway.330 The political problem was that Chamberlain did not appoint any 
African American members to the board. This oversight gave “great offense to that 
portion of the community,” and one paper predicted that if he got the “renomination” for 
governor, “we know some who will find it a bitter pill to support him.”331 Another 
newspaper reported on the “just indignation of the leading colored men of the State” who 
“argue that South Carolina is not to be represented as she was, but as she is.” The 
governor should have “silently acknowledged that there were some colored men in the 
State fit to represent her, by mingling with the ‘fair representatives,’ a few dark ones.”332 
Chamberlain defended his choices saying he just wanted to find people who would 
advance the cause of the Centennial.333  
There was also some animosity towards one of the commissioners because he was 
not from South Carolina. The man in question had been appointed by the previous 
governor, the Republican Franklin J. Moses. That fact added to the opposition, because 
although he was a native of the Palmetto State who had fought for the Confederacy, 
Moses was a Jew and a post-war Republican. His administration was accused of 
corruption, and the Democrats called him the “Robber Governor.” In reality, while there 
were some shady activities, his administration invested heavily in infrastructure projects 
to rebuild the state and spur economic recovery. He also reorganized the state militia and 
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enlisted large numbers of freedmen to serve in it. Of course, this made him even more 
unpopular with the former rebels who led the state Democratic party. Chamberlain 
succeeded Moses and continued to implement Reconstruction policies. With South 
Carolina still under military occupation, the context for the Centennial quickly became 
another front in the ongoing resistance to Reconstruction. Governor Chamberlain hoped 
that the fair would help reunite the state and the country, and, upon Hawley’s advice, did 
not put blacks on planning committees. Both leaders believed that this would dampen 
criticism and promote unity. The governor mistakenly thought that he could rally white 
South Carolinians and unite them in support of the Centennial.334 
In the end, South Carolina did not support the fair in any official capacity. The 
state’s Democrats rallied in opposition to the governor’s call for participation and the 
failure to appoint any African Americans to the board alienated Republicans. A reporter 
of the Charleston News and Courier editorialized that South Carolina should not 
participate, as it would “compromise her dignity and independence, and tarnish her good 
name.” Furthermore, if she participated, the state would be “called upon to rejoice at the 
continuance of a union which, at least since 1865, has been the source of numberless 
evils, and will thus give a tacit endorsement to the oppressive policy which has prevailed 
since the war.” However, there were those who supported participation, despite the 
governor. The Abbeville Press and Banner rebutted this argument—because of South 
Carolina’s legacy in the American Revolution, she had an obligation to participate: “We 
owe it to our sister States of the North who have sympathized with us amid all the evils of 																																																								
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reconstruction” as well as to “our sister States of the South, who will all be represented.” 
They even “owe[d] it to ourselves to leave no measure untried to show our brethren of the 
North that we cherish no hostility to the Union of our fathers, but are willing to meet 
them on the proposed basis of equality and fraternity.” To refuse to participate would 
“provoke ungenerous comment, and be the source of endless misconstruction on the part 
of those whose policy it is to keep alive still the smouldering fires of discord, and 
perpetuate the memories of fratricidal strife.”335 
The Intelligencer also joined in, calling for South Carolina to participate. “The 
fact that we have been over-powered in the battle for what we conceived to be our 
liberties, that we have been oppressed by tyranny and usurpation, should not deter South 
Carolina, even in her ruin” from celebrating. “If Carolina is a poor wreck of her former 
self it does not become her loyal sons to cower or succumb to the feelings of despair 
which the misfortunes of the present prompt.”336 The Orangeburg Times was not 
optimistic about the Centennial’s prospects in South Carolina, as neither the legislature 
nor the citizens seemed interested in funding it. The “failure of South Carolina to ‘fill her 
place in the centennial pageant,’ may therefore be regarded as a foregone conclusion.”337 
 But opposition ran deep. In discussing the planning for the Centennial, the Daily 
Phoenix reported that “Another proof that no Southern man will feel comfortable in 
Philadelphia” would stem from the singing of a “national hymn composed during the late 
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war.” 338 The paper recanted from that statement when the New York Herald, responding 
to the assertion in Phoenix, wrote that this national hymn was “Yankee Doodle” from the 
Revolutionary War. Making such a mistake indicated that the Phoenix wanted to ascribe 
politics and negativity to any part of the planning that they could.339  
 Critics also focused on the issue of funding the Centennial. The Edgefield 
Advertiser, for instance, accused the Radical Republicans of being responsible for 
spending money appropriated for the Centennial “in a most extravagant and unprofitable 
manner.”340 The Edgefield District had a large African American population, and by the 
1870s, blacks held several key political offices. But Edgefield was also home to many 
former rebel leaders whose large plantations had given them wealth and power in the 
state. Infamous for being a violent, rural area, Edgefield was the birthplace of many white 
supremacists who led the Democrats during Reconstruction and for decades afterward. 
Thus, the editor of the Advertiser clearly saw the Centennial in light of the current 
context of Reconstruction and insisted that the Radical Republicans were poisoning the 
political process.341  
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 Most Southern states had little or nothing to do with the exhibition. In many 
cases, the antipathy of the legislature and the vitriol of the press went hand in hand. In 
other cases, there was some local interest in the fair, but not enough to turn the tide of 
public opinion. In still others, there was almost no involvement whatsoever.  
Georgia 
 In Georgia, statewide support never materialized. The Georgia legislature issued a 
resolution stating that they approved the governor’s finding a place to store goods that 
were to be forwarded to the Centennial. However, “persons receiving the benefit of such 
facilities and organization be first required to pay” for those expenses. The state was not 
to be held liable for any cost incurred.342 Although some in the state senate wanted to 
have a centennial appropriation, however, there was never even a bill introduced.343 In an 
interview, a Georgia judge, O.A. Lochrane expressed regret that his state had not 
contributed to the Centennial. ‘Under the mistaken idea of economy, we have omitted the 
grandest opportunity of introducing Georgia to the world that will happen in a hundred 
years. . .a foolish prejudice, supposing our people ignorant, thought their ignorance 
would prefer rags to royalty.”344 
 Perhaps what turned the tide on Georgia representation was a mishap from the 
Secretary of State’s office in Washington, D.C. The Georgia commissioner was 
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accidentally sent the “iron-clad oath and not the modified oath” by the secretary of state. 
Secretary of State Hamilton Fish blamed a clerk for the mistake. White Southerners hated 
the ironclad oath that had been devised by Radical Republicans during the war because it 
based citizenship—and the right to vote and hold office—on an oath that the person had 
never supported the Confederacy. Designed to keep rebels out of power, the oath was 
implemented by the Wade-Davis Act of 1864, but was opposed by Abraham Lincoln as 
well as by Democrats. Challenged on constitutional grounds, the ironclad oath was 
replaced by a modified oath in 1871 that allowed former rebels to return to citizenship by 
swearing future loyalty to the United States. But, once again, the Centennial became a 
fight over Reconstruction. The Georgia governor, Smith, said that if the oath was 
required, “the people of Georgia would decline to participate in the exposition.” Georgia 
and Alabama threatened to withdraw their commissioners. An Arkansas commissioner 
made a statement indicating that upon receiving his appointment, he received an oath, but 
not the ironclad one.345 Then, Secretary of State Fish sent the new, legal modified oath. 
But it was too late; the damage had been done. The Fayetteville Weekly Democrat noted 
that it seemed that only “the trooly [sic] loyal are expected to participate in the centennial 
exhibition, as the commissioners appointed from the different states are required to take 
the iron-clad oath. This means nothing more nor less than a desire to exclude the southern 
states from participation in the centennial.”346 
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 Joseph Hawley went to Atlanta before the Centennial, hoping to drum up support. 
He was the headliner at a state fair event. Even this became fodder for some papers, as 
they compared his attendance at one fair to the invitation Jefferson Davis received to a 
fair in Illinois. The outcry was so fierce, that the fair was forced to rescind the invitation. 
“Hanged if the gushing isn’t all on one side. Hawley, who did the South more injury in 
one campaign, by circulating Hayes’ lies than Jeff Davis did the North during the entire 
war” planned to visit Georgia, “where he will be cordially received.” But, “when 
President Davis is invited to an Illinois county fair there is a long and loud protest. 
Waiter, fetch us a couple of Centennials on toast and a jorum of ‘conciliation.’” So much 
for the dreams of a Centennial reunion in Georgia.347  
 Still, some individuals did take it upon themselves to see that Georgia had some 
representation in Philadelphia. One obvious example was Edward Mercer, the proprietor 
of the Restaurant of the South, who offered Southern cuisine with a dash of white 
supremacy at the fair. But another man, J.F. Greer worked as an agent in Philadelphia 
who exhibitors could contact. Regardless of official participation, Georgians could still 
show off their goods at the Centennial. A newspaper article about Greer’s work instructed 
readers to “cut out and preserve this notice for future use” as it had the man’s 
Philadelphia address included.348 
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North Carolina and Texas 
 In North Carolina, there was little question at all—it seemed a foregone 
conclusion that the state would have little to nothing to do with the Centennial. With no 
bill to debate, participation was left in the hands of individuals who might go to 
Philadelphia. Then, there was Texas. In the Lone Star State, much of the opposition was 
aimed at the commissioners. At first glance, the appointees looked acceptable to even 
former rebels. John Chew was a Democrat and Republican William Henry Parsons 
should have been a perfect choice—a loyal Confederate, he had moved to Brazil so that 
he would not have to be around free black people. Yet, their sin was that they had been 
appointed by the Radical Republican governor, Edmund Davis. When Davis was 
defeated by Democrat Richard Coke in 1873, the stage was set for a fight over the 
Centennial and Reconstruction. The new governor tried to replace the Davis appointees 
with loyal Democrats. The commissioners fought to keep their jobs. Coke believed that 
he had finally gotten rid of the two hated commissioners in mid-March of 1876 by 
removing them on the grounds that they were not residents of the state. Commissioners 
could only be replaced if they died, resigned, or declared they were no longer residents of 
the state.349 Governor Coke looked forward to winning and it seemed that the state 
legislature would make an appropriation in response to the Democratic victory.350 Instead, 
the commissioners continued to fight. Parsons and Chew refused to sign an affidavit 																																																								
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stating that they were not residents of Texas—thus, there was no other way to remove 
them. One paper predicted that since the two men were “not to be ousted,” “the faintest 
hope of this State’s participation” had been extinguished. It would also “cause many to 
abate their desire to attend” the fair. There was also a new state constitution that forbade 
such appropriations, and thus Texas was unable to designate money for the fair.351 
Southerners at the Centennial 
 Despite the animosity and the funding issues, along with other concerns, the show 
did, in fact, go on. Over eight million Americans, including many from the South, 
flocked to the Centennial from May 10 to November 10, 1876. Attending the Fair was a 
newsworthy item as papers in South Carolina and Tennessee reported the travels of 
citizens from their states.352 When these visitors arrived at the Fair, they saw impressive, 
gleaming buildings and masses of people. In fact, it was those crowds which elicited the 
most complaint, as shown by one newspaper correspondent who went to Philadelphia: “I 
believe I enjoy the memory of the Centennial better than I did the actual view of it,” 
complaining about the large crowds, hot weather, and exhaustion that came from seeing 
all the buildings.353 
 Multiple guidebooks instructed visitors on where they could lodge, dine, or attend 
church—crucial information to tourists in a strange city. Such literature had become 
popular in recent years as Americans began to travel more widely.354 One of the 																																																								
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guidebooks was written especially for white Southerners. The International Exhibition 
Guide for the Southern States: The Only Guide Book Specially Suited to the Southern 
Visitor instructed Southerners on how to make themselves comfortable in Philadelphia. 
The author, Theodore Bryant Kingsbury, believed Southerners had needs that other books 
might not address. Like other guidebooks, his work offered maps and lots of advice, 
described the buildings, warned travelers about pickpockets, and advised readers on the 
sites that they really should not miss at the Exhibition.   
 In reality, Kingsbury’s book was not that different from the other guides 
available. He targeted a Southern audience to create a niche market and sell books. But 
there were a few instances where his advice specifically applied to visitors from the 
South. One example came in his revealing description of the Southern Restaurant at the 
Fair. That restaurant would surely be “the rallying point” for Southerners, and they would 
feel particularly at home, especially given the “old-time plantation band of negro 
minstrels from ‘way down South.’”355 James McCabe, author of the massive illustrated 
history of the Centennial published in 1876, also viewed the restaurant as being “a place 
of rendezvous for visitors from the Southern States” and noted that the waiters were all 
black. It was telling that Kingsbury thought that Southerners needed the memories of 
slavery to feel at home at the Centennial. 356  
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 Some of the main exhibits there were the pavilions for states and countries, where 
representatives from those areas chose what they wanted to display and arranged for the 
buildings to be built. State legislatures were responsible for paying for the state buildings, 
but, as was noted earlier, most of the Southern states did not appropriate funds for such 
exhibits.357 While most of the buildings were built to showcase products from the 
particular state, many of them served other purposes. One main function was as rest 
stations for people from those states or for the offices for the commissioners from there. 
While Mississippi and Arkansas had state-funded pavilions, private citizens from 
Virginia and Tennessee paid for a rest area for their respective states. Mississippi’s 
pavilion was a two-story log cabin, covered in Spanish moss with an African American 
playing the banjo on the front porch. The building for Arkansas displayed minerals from 
the state, fulfilling that invocation from the Centennial officials. In contrast to the weak 
Southern showing, Northern states like Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, New 
York, Indiana, and Ohio all paid for individual buildings for the fair. 358  
 The Centennial Exhibition came to a close on November 10. The commission 
officials congratulated each other for their accomplishment and remarked on how 
newspapers and politicians had to acknowledge the clear success of the Centennial, 
especially in light of all the problems that had arisen during the planning stages. Joseph 
Hawley, reflecting upon the legacy of the Centennial, emphasized that positive opinions 
																																																								
356 McCabe, Illustrated Guide, 621.  
 
357 Ibid, 596. 
 
358 Ibid., 603. 
		212 		
of the United States, from around the world, had increased dramatically and that “Uncle 
Sam appears to be one of the most popular members of the brotherhood of nations.”359 
So, as to the stated purpose of increasing the national greatness of America, Hawley 
believed the Centennial had performed admirably. However, all that success did not 
mitigate his disappointment that the Centennial failed to reunite the country. In fact, the 
white Southern press before and during the event showed that rhetoric about the 
Centennial could be used to further the sectional animosity in the country. He hoped that 
using the national memory of the American Revolution would promote “perfect 
reconciliation,” but that hope was not fulfilled.     
  A different kind of reaction was seen in a letter to the editor of the African 
American paper, the Christian Recorder. In it, the writer worried about the “talk about 
bridging the ‘Bloody Chasm’” during the Centennial “and ‘shaking hands’ across it.” It 
was the “unreconstructed whites” who should be the ones to bridge that gap. But he knew 
that they would not. He insisted that “It is time to stop talking sentimental trash and look 
at the stern facts,” and enumerated the violence done to African Americans in the 
South.360 The writer clearly worried that this “sentimental trash” of reunion during the 
Centennial would obscure the very real racism in the country. His letter foreshadowed the 
eventual abandonment of civil rights and the legal establishment of white supremacy that 
became codified by the 1890s but was the practice earlier. 
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 Ultimately, the Centennial was clearly not a national event. Theodore Kingsbury, 
the author of the guidebook for Southerners, began with a question “Shall we go to the 
Centennial” and reflected that query was “asked probably in the South a thousand times a 
day.” The guidebook writer answered, “By all means, whether or not your state has 
contributed money and material, let all go who can afford to do so, for it is our 
Centennial as well as the Centennial of the Northern people. We are a part of the Union. 
This country is our country.” He continued by stressing the country’s shared history, 
noting that it should “awaken the patriotic ardor” of all sections in the country. Kingsbury 
asked if “it is not altogether fitting that we should show to the world what has been 
accomplished.” If Southerners did not go to the Centennial, the rest of the world would 
be “in utter ignorance of our people.”361 Kingsbury clearly recognized that Southern 
visitors might refuse to attend the Centennial because of continued sectional prejudice. 
He preached a message of both national and sectional greatness, appealing to both 
sentiments to entice Southerners to make their way north. And some Southerners did go, 
even if their states did not support the actual event.  
 An important part of the story of the Centennial was the emergence of nationalism 
in the United States following the Civil War. As such, it was as much about the Union 
memory of the Civil War as it was about the memory of the American Revolution. 
Centennial planning officials used rhetoric of patriotism and nationalism to advocate for 
reunion between North and South, and politicians invoked memories of the country’s 
shared past in order to alleviate the sectional conflict. While Centennial planners invited 																																																								
361 Kingsbury, The International Exhibition Guide for the Southern States, 5-6. 
		214 		
all parts of the country to reunite in celebration of the anniversary of the country’s birth, 
they did so on decidedly national terms. Not all white Southerners embraced this 
nationalist viewpoint, however. They instead emphasized the corruption of the Grant 
administration and highlighted what they saw as the federal government’s oppression of 
the South through Reconstruction.  
  As the Centennial Exhibition concluded, the nation continued to reflect upon the 
significance of one hundred years of existence. The political implications of the 
centennial year became even more manifest in the highly contentious 1876 election, in 
which Democrats and Republicans, Northerners and Southerners, continued to invoke the 
memory of the American Revolution. Even as newspapers continued their 
correspondents’ reports on the Centennial, they were running politically charged articles 
about the election. This debate would continue, and the meaning of the centennial year, 
like the Exhibition itself, would continue to be contested. 
 Clearly, many different memories of the Civil War contentiously coexisted at the 
Centennial. White Southerners loudly aired their animosities towards the federal 
government – a reflection of their view of the Civil War past as well as the 
Reconstruction present - but they were quick to notice that those ideas did not prevail in 
this Unionist enterprise. In this way, the Centennial Exhibition offered cross-sectional 
memories of the Civil War and brought together all the major constructions of the past. 
While one of the stated intents of the Centennial Exhibition might have been to reunify 
the country, it hardly accomplished that goal. This becomes understandable when one 
understands that reconciliation was intended on Northern terms that heralded the triumph 
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of the Union cause and the emancipation of slaves. This, however, offended white 
Southerners. One newspaper editor summed up the Centennial Exhibition as a place 
where Southerners were “libeled and insulted before the world.” In short, for 
unreconstructed white Southerners, this event about reconciliation on Union terms was a 
“bigoted sectarian show for the humiliation of the conquered South.” Still, to remember 
only the rebel interpretation is to forget those white Southerners who did participate and 
the countless thousands of them who made their way to Philadelphia. Thus the story of 
white Southerners contesting the Centennial demonstrated the complexity of the region, 
the nation, and the fair itself.362 
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Chapter Five  
African Americans at the Centennial 
Black Americans went to the Philadelphia Exhibition and so made it their fair, 
too. Indeed, like other newspapers did for others who made the journey, the African 
American paper in Philadelphia, the Christian Recorder, often published the names of 
black visitors to the Centennial.363 Railroads that offered Centennial excursion tickets also 
advertised in African American newspapers.364 Far from being only spectators, however, 
African Americans contributed in numerous and significant ways to the exhibition, even 
in the face of discrimination and racism. When later historians have discussed race at the 
1876 World’s Fair, they have emphasized racism, victimization, exclusion, and 
reconciliation between North and South, which marginalized African Americans. 
However, these scholars have vastly oversimplified the Centennial Exhibition and the 
roles of race and Civil War memory. They also have downplayed the agency African 
Americans had and the ways in which blacks used the fair as a political forum. While 
most historical accounts have minimized black participation to the point of arguing that 
African Americans were simply excluded from the Centennial, the reality was much 
more complex and reflected the fluid political and racial situation in the 1870s. Despite 
the failure of later historians to see them, African Americans participated in the 
																																																								
363 For one example of this, see Christian Recorder, July 6, 1876.  
 
364 For example, see People’s Advocate, June 17, 1876 and Leavenworth Colored Radical, Aug. 24, 
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Centennial and used it as a place to assert their own views of the country’s past, present, 
and future. Thus, the fair was the scene of both racism and resistance.365 
Certainly, there was racism at the Centennial. Although it was a Northern city, 
Philadelphia, like the rest of the United States at the time, had its share of racial division 
and discrimination. And, like the rest of the country, the city experienced racial tensions 
during the Reconstruction years. Debates about segregated street cars and ongoing 
disagreement about voting rights marked Philadelphia politics at the time and historians 
have correctly noted that such issues were part of the context for the Exhibition. 
Sometimes these issues turned violent as white racists attacked and murdered African 
Americans, as in the case of Octavius V. Catto, an influential leader in the city’s African 
American community, who was murdered on his way to vote in 1871. Catto was shot that 
election day as race and ethnicity came together in a violent outburst when the city’s 
Democratic leaders provoked their Irish supporters to prevent Republicans—many of 
them African Americans—from voting.366 In 1876, though, African Americans won legal 
victories, according to the Christian Recorder, as “Two judicial decisions upholding both 
the letter and spirit of the Civil Rights bill, and a colored man admitted to the Bar” 
seemed to indicate a positive future. Only “one thing remains to be done; and our good 
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366 Daniel R. Biddle and Murray Dubin, Tasting Freedom: Octavius Catto and the Battle for Equality 
in Civil War America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010).  
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old Quaker city will be right side up for the Centennial. Let it but do away with its negro 
schools.” And, with the “Constitution of the State on our side, we are sure to win.”367 
Catto’s fiancé, Caroline Le Count, was a leading figure in the confrontation 
between the black and white women of the centennial committee discussed earlier, but 
that dispute was not the only racism experienced in the planning process. During a week-
long fundraiser by the Police Centennial Fund, an African American couple was thrown 
out of the Arch Street Theatre. The incident occurred on April 16, 1874, when Pusey 
Andrew Peer and his wife, Rachel Allandesa Peer, attempted to redeem the tickets that 
she had purchased on April 10, even though the Philadelphia Inquirer noted that “Persons 
holding Police Centennial Fund tickets will have them exchanged for secure seats without 
extra charge.” However, this black couple was “refused entrance” with the “ticket-taker 
saying, ‘Clear them niggers out’ and the usher addressed stating, ‘we don’t admit 
niggers.” They were violently ejected, and Rachel Peer was injured in the process. The 
theater had no rules restricting African American admittance, not any separate seating 
area for black patrons, but clearly, racial bigotry kept them from the entertainment that 
night. Pusey Peer later sued the owner/manager of the theater, Louisa Drew, for damages 
and won $900.25. 368 																																																								
367 Christian Recorder, March 16, 1876. 
 
368 The Philadelphia police had pledged $25,000 for the Centennial, and this fundraiser was to help 
offset some of the cost. Philadelphia Inquirer, April 13, 1874.  The fundraiser was advertised in the 
Philadelphia Inquirer every day from April 13, 1874 to April 18, 1874. The day after the attack, the 
Philadelphia Inquirer noted that the sale of tickets amounted to $15,000 and that “the Police Centennial 
fund have received the most cordial and liberal support of the public,”  but did not mention the violence at 
the theater, April 17, 1874. The Police Centennial Fund held a second series of benefits beginning April 27, 
1874, according to the Philadelphia Inquirer, April 20, 1874. “The police are selling tickets—a la New 
York. It is stated that 33,000 tickets are to be thus distributed, and prizes of gold ‘Centennial’ badges are to 
be given to the officers of police who make the best showing,” Wyoming Democrat (PA), April 22, 1874. 
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But racism was only part of the story. Just like the women who resisted racism 
when they experienced it, other blacks also fought back. Further resistance to the 
predominant social attitudes of the time came in the ways in which some African 
Americans used the fair to highlight racial progress, publicize continued discrimination, 
and lay claim to their place in the nation. In a time when real political and social change 
had occurred, but hopes for equality dimmed as Reconstruction came to an end across the 
South, blacks at the Centennial legitimized their protests by asserting their citizenship 
and recalling their roles in America’s past struggles, especially the recent Civil War. 
Thus, African Americans kept the debate about race in the forefront and did not let 
racism or pro-Southern sympathies triumph at the Exhibition. Most importantly, black 
soldiers displayed the significance of African Americans in the military and nation while 
also symbolizing the continuing struggle over Reconstruction. Thus, the Centennial 
proved to be contested ground, where competing memories of the Civil War coexisted 
																																																								
The theatre was too crowded to honor the ticket sales of all those who bought tickets for the first week, so 
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and conflicted, as African Americans promoted the Emancipationist view of the past 
while supporters of the Union contended with proponents of the Lost Cause and 
questions of race mingled with the meaning of the past and present. 369 
 The ascendance of Jim Crow was by no means inevitable at the time of the 
Exhibition, and African Americans seemed to be gaining ground after only eleven years 
since the abolition of slavery and the later granting of the right to vote. Blacks in the 
South held political offices, were mobile, established churches, and reunited with their 
families in the years following the conclusion of the Civil War. But by 1876 white 
Northerners were growing weary of Reconstruction, seeing that the main goals had been 
fulfilled. In addition, they were also becoming hostile to ideas that African Americans 
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held that seemed to be too radical because they opposed the tenets of free labor. The 
disputed presidential election of 1876 marked the end of Reconstruction, as Democrats 
compromised with Republicans by allowing Rutherford B. Hayes’s election as long as 
federal troops were removed from the last occupied states. Reconstruction set the context 
for the Centennial and for the participation of African Americans at the Exhibition. While 
historians have correctly focused on the black experience during the post-war period, the 
fair itself has not yet been examined as a political space where black men and women 
worked to advance their own interests. Far from being invisible, black Americans 
actively took part in the Centennial. The ways in which African Americans participated 
could be seen in their contributions during the planning for the event—including 
fundraising by black politicians and black women’s groups. Black participation came as 
African Americans worked on the fairgrounds, contributed to the exhibitions, and took 
part in the military events at the Philadelphia Exhibition. 370 
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African Americans and the Planning for the Fair 
 Planning for the Centennial Exhibition began in 1871, with officials in charge 
envisioning a nationalist celebration that would help bring about reunion between the 
North and South on Unionist terms. In so doing, they introduced what some scholars see 
as a fourth memory of the Civil War, the Unionist perspective. In this view, the North 
fought to preserve the Union, slavery was a major cause of the conflict, and emancipation 
was a result of defeating the rebellion. While it was compatible with the Emancipationist 
memory, the Unionist remembrance conflicted with that of Southerners clinging to the 
Lost Cause and wary of Northern triumphalism. African Americans could embrace the 
Unionist position and use it to expand on their own ideas about emancipation and the 
meaning of the past and the present politics of Reconstruction.371 
As the preparations got under way, newspapers across the nation, including 
African American ones extensively covered the Centennial planning and execution. In 
response to planning efforts discussed in one black paper, a reader wrote in to ask and 
answer the question: “What shall be the action of the colored people when this country 
shall exhibit the history and progress of American industries, her inventions and 
discoveries in art and science, her contributions to the progress of civilization?” He 
alluded to the history of slavery but did not dwell on it: blacks had “contributed not only 
unpaid toll, but mind in the mechanic and manufacturing arts,” and it was those latter 
contributions that men and women should put on display at the Centennial.  He closed, 
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“Don’t let us forget in the heat of battle, in the pursuit of political advantages, that we 
must also be spiritually elevated, that the soul (in us) must make its power felt and seen in 
other walks of life, by which so many comforts and conveniences in civilized life are 
produced.” He expressed concern that African Americans had become too focused on 
electoral politics and had ignored other ways to show the progress of their race to the rest 
of the country. In his mind, it was clear that African Americans needed to be at the 
Centennial. In this way, participating in the Centennial Exhibition had a much broader 
political significance by showing racial progress to both the nation and the world. 372    
 While the African American press covered the planning, it does not appear that 
any African American was a member of the governor-appointed committees. And in one 
instance, Daniel Chamberlain, the Republican governor of South Carolina, explained his 
decision not to place an African American on the Centennial Commission, believing that 
it would prevent whites in his state from wanting to participate. He was responding to 
criticism that he had purposefully excluded blacks from the committee, and he explicitly 
noted that he did so with the advice of Joseph Hawley, the Centennial planning 
committee president, and others. That Chamberlain was criticized and that he felt 
compelled to justify his decision to not appoint blacks is remarkable in some ways and 
shows that all whites did not assume blacks should be excluded. Chamberlain straddled a 
fine line in attempting to appease both the black and the white inhabitants in his state. In 
a different context in that same article, Chamberlain argued for racial equality and 
political rights for blacks. To promote the interests of his state though, he would avoid a 																																																								
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“mixed commission,” but clearly Chamberlain was motivated by more than overt racism. 
This also speaks to the context of Reconstruction—blacks were still an important political 
force in South Carolina. Ultimately, South Carolina did not participate in any official 
capacity. Of course, before the end of the decade, the victory of the so-called Redeemers 
in the form of Southern Democrats taking back control of state governments and 
returning to seats in Washington, D.C., meant that no white Southern politician had to 
worry about appeasing the black vote.373  
 While there was no obvious black participation in planning by state governments, 
the situation was much different at the local level. African American women, for 
example, worked with the Women’s Committee to raise funds for the fair. At the national 
level, black congressmen like Josiah Walls supported the Centennial bill when Hawley 
came begging for government assistance after private fundraising fell short during the 
depression. Before and during the Centennial, debates about having black laborers 
surfaced. While Philip Foner asserted that there were no black construction workers, 
some sources dispute that. The issue of black labor in the 1870s was a contentious one, in 
general, as blacks were often brought in to work when white laborers went on strike. One 
paper reported that “the committee charged with the erection of this extensive and costly 
structure” of the Centennial Building (probably Memorial Hall) “have determined to give 
employment to 100 mechanics from this city. Fifty of them are to be white and fifty 
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colored men. It is expected that it will take two years to put up the building.” An 
illustration in Frank Leslie’s Historical Register of the Centennial also calls into question 
the contention that no black worked in the construction, as it shows an African American 
in line with numerous whites to collect the week’s pay. Another image two pages later in 
the publication depicted a black man helping to blast tree stumps during the early stages 
of construction. While black workers were not as prevalent as they might have been, such 
sources suggest that they did participate in the building of the fairgrounds.374 
An article about a Centennial Commission meeting described the debate about 
whether blacks should be allowed to serve as police, which was narrowly adopted and 
“do[es] not reflect much credit on a large minority of the commission.” This was a secret 
meeting, ostensibly, but the Philadelphia press published the account, roundly criticizing 
the racism: “If there is any place on earth where the silly prejudice of color ought to be 
forgotten and laid aside it is in Philadelphia at this time and on this occasion of national 
rejoicing . . . disgraceful as the fact may be, there it is, obtruding itself, with much of its 
own intolerance, beneath the very shadow of Independence Hall.” Indeed, Frederick 
Douglass had earlier submitted a petition to “recognize the claims of colored men to 
positions on the police and guard” at the Centennial.375 
 The white newspaper columnist suggested that had the meeting been in public, the 
vote would have been different as voters would not have wanted to openly display their 
																																																								
374 Foner, “Black Participation”: 288; Charleston News, reprinted in The Daily Phoenix, November 8, 
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prejudice. The author suggested the reason why the vote was so close: “The fear of 
offending some over-scrupulous visitors from a section of the country that contributes 
almost nothing to the Exposition is a sentiment that will meet with no favor from the 
great multitude of the North”—those that are actually supporting the Centennial. Further, 
any concern for having blacks in this position of authority “seems to be unfounded . . . for 
colored men occupy many places of trust and responsibility in the South without 
question.” Once again, Northerners were cautious and worried about offending the 
delicate sensibilities of the rebels. But, in this case, at least the motion prevailed, and the 
writer noted that “otherwise we should have begun our celebration of American liberty 
and equality with a petty outrage on both that would mock our pretenses and give the lie 
to our professions.” This attempt to appease racist white Southerners meant sacrificing 
the ideals of the Declaration of Independence and hence repudiating the very anniversary 
that they were celebrating. Further, Northerners, when they became informed of this 
attempt at appeasement, would be angered at favoring white Southern preferences. Here, 
again, the meaning of race was contested at the Centennial. And the sectional tension 
inherent in that article indicated that Southern black men could be trusted while Southern 
whites could not.376 
 The debate about labor also played itself out in other papers at the time. John 
Cromwell, a former slave, founded the People’s Advocate in Virginia, and occasionally 
discussed the merits of the Centennial Exhibition. In one issue, he printed an editorial by 
an African American journalist, writing under the name “Red Cloud,” that described a 																																																								
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conversation he had with John Forney, a white, well-known Philadelphian editor. They 
discussed the many ways that blacks were missing at the fair. Forney lamented that, even 
though “the Negro stands before the law a freeman, covered with habiliments of 
citizenship. . . the prejudice against him, the results of his previous condition. . .have 
prevented his taking any part or having a prominent place there, save that of a menial, the 
water drawers and hat takers to the assembled races” at the Fair. Abolition and 
citizenship, hallmarks of Reconstruction, did not mean equality. “Red Cloud” confirmed 
this report to be “sadly and discouragingly true.” The only reason he could come up with 
to explain the absence of black laborers “save as restaurant workers and barbers” or of 
black exhibitors resembled Forney’s: “American prejudice, the under growth of 
slavery.”377 
 A week later, the editor published a very strong rebuke to “Red Cloud.” Instead of 
seeing racial prejudice, the writer noted that “but a few years have elapsed since 
opportunity has been afforded for the colored people of this country to have much 
experience in the mechanical, plastic, and representative arts.” He then called readers’ 
attention to The Death of Cleopatra, by black artist, Edmonia Lewis, and the soaps and 
oils by an African American displayed in the Agricultural Hall. Further, “the exclusive 
representation of colored men in the labor department as waiters and barbers. . . must 
have originated in his very fertile imagination” as the author knew of several carpenters, 
messengers, janitors, and men serving on Centennial Committees, “with the same 
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authority to act as their white confreres” Thus, he dismissed the charge of racial 
prejudice.378    
 Besides those omissions though, “Red Cloud” was mistaken “to suppose that it 
was the duty of the Centennial managers to give any more of a special invitation to the 
colored people of this country than that given any other citizen.” Rather than prejudice, 
African Americans who could have “made worthy contributions. . . were indifferent; 
some too indolent and negligent until the last moment, and a few unable by reason of 
poverty.” While “Red Cloud” saw racism, this author presented an argument much more 
attuned to individual rather than collective progress—it was likely the individual’s fault if 
he or she was not involved in the Centennial. The Exhibition stood as a forum for a much 
larger issue about the nature of politics and the relationship between the government and 
citizens. Another writer agreed with “Red Cloud,” though. Professor J. P. Sampson, in an 
editorial for the Christian Recorder, discussed the black exhibits on display. He 
remarked, “if this class of persons had been sincerely invited to co-operate in this 
centennial, they would have made a better showing.” At recent state fairs in North 
Carolina and Kentucky, African Americans had made a “very excellent showing,” in 
contrast. Thus, it was not that African Americans were unwilling to participate—it was 
that they had not been invited.379   
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African Americans Exhibit at the Centennial 
 Scholars have generally ignored the African American exhibits at the fair, but 
these displays were important aspects of black involvement. Among the exhibitors 
forgotten by historians was a man who displayed technical and entrepreneurial success. 
Alexander Ashbourne patented a process for refining coconut oil and keeping it from 
going rancid. He established a factory in California and later went abroad, taking his 
product to an international market. He came back to the States for the Centennial, 
however, spending seven thousand dollars to bring his product to the fair. His products 
included “the desiccated coconut for pies, puddings, etc., pomade for the skin matting 
from the fiber of the husk, vinegar white and pure from the milk, perfumed soap, tooth-
powder from their shells, hair-oil, lithographers and other inks, etc.”380 His work at the 
fair won him three medals, including a “first class premium medal for the world, on his 
celebrated Cream placing him in the very front ranks…his color to the contrary 
notwithstanding” The Christian Recorder article noted how Ashbourne had faced 
“poverty and the misrepresentation of the people, many pronouncing him a humbug, a 
fanatic” but now “he has triumphed over all opposition and stands to one…champion of 
the world, we are frank to say, he deserves the thanks and gratitude of his race. May 
success attend him.”381 At the fair, he marketed his product, showcasing that the 
centennial was also a trade show for businessmen, including black entrepreneurs.  
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 There were a few exhibits around the fair regarding black education.  The 
Christian Recorder reported on one such exhibit from Ohio: “Several school men and 
school committees, men who know what they are saying, and hence speak not through 
their prejudices, say that the Cincinnati colored exhibit stands at the head of the public 
system in the Centennial both for completeness and design.” There was also apparently 
an exhibit from a black school in Memphis, Tennessee, for the Christian Recorder 
commented that the exhibit of black school children’s work “exhibited at the Grand 
Centennial Exposition will remain a proud monument to perpetuate the memory” of the 
black educator in Memphis, Professor B. K. Sampson. Wilberforce University also had 
an exhibit. Mary L. Sherman in the New Century for Women, remarked on the 
educational exhibits in the Main Building, saying that a large space was devoted “to 
representations from schools for the education of freedmen.” Looking at “the 
examination papers of both white and colored children,” Sherman believed it was clear 
that the quality of the work was not the same, indicating her belief that black children 
were not equal to the white students. But many thought otherwise and she admitted that 
“the work of the colored pupils is but little inferior to that of the white pupils, and is 
evidently the result of greater labor.” She also remarked that there were exhibits for Fisk 
University and Hampton University on display, along with a photograph of “The School 
for Colored Teachers” in Jonesborough, Tennessee (probably Warner Institute). She was 
particularly impressed with the furniture that students at Hampton had built. McCabe also 
		231 		
noted the black school exhibits, saying that they were “a presage of greater triumphs in 
the future.” 382  
 Two black artists contributed works to the Centennial: Edward Mitchell Bannister 
and Edmonia Lewis. Bannister’s Under the Oaks was described in the following manner: 
“A huge clump of oaks occupies the middle distance, under which repose a flock of 
sheep. Through the trees is seen a level tract of country, broken by a winding stream.” 
Hailing from Providence, Rhode Island, his was one of several works of art from New 
England on display at the Centennial. Artwork, include Bannister’s, from the Northeast 
that would be on display in Philadelphia was shown earlier at a Boston gallery. There, a 
Chicago Tribune correspondent described his painting as “one of the finest pictures, and 
the largest.” Noting that he was a “colored artist,” the columnist compared his talent in 
the “soft management of color” to the “French artists Corot and Oudinet.”383   
 The judges at the Centennial also recognized his talent, and Bannister’s work won 
an award as a landscape painting. But, when he went to confirm that his painting had 
actually won, an official did not believe that he, an African American, had painted the 
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He does not discuss the black education exhibits.  
 
383 Boston Post, April 3, 1876; Chicago Tribune, April 15, 1876 
		232 		
picture. Bannister described the event to a friend, George Whitaker, who later wrote the 
story down. Whitaker reported what Bannister said as follows: “I learned from the 
newspapers that ‘54’ had received a first prize medal, so I hurried to the Committee 
Rooms to make sure the report was true. There was a great crowd there ahead of me. As I 
jostled among them many resented my presence, some actually commenting within my 
hearing in a most petulant manner, what is that colored person in here for?” He finally 
reached the desk and “endeavored to gain the attention of the official in charge. He was 
very insolent. Without raising his eyes, he demanded in the most exasperating tone of 
voice, ‘Well, what do you want here any way? Speak lively.” Bannister replied, “I want 
to enquire concerning 54. Is it a prize winner?” Then the man asked him, “What’s that to 
you?” Bannister said that “In an instant my blood was up: the looks that passed between 
him and others in the room were unmistakable. I was not an artist to them, simply an 
inquisitive colored man.” He replied to the official, “I am interested in the report that 
Under the Oaks has received a prize; I painted the picture.” He then reported that “An 
explosion could not have made a more marked impression. Without hesitation, he 
apologized, and soon every one in the room was bowing and scraping to me.” While they 
may not have been inclined to give him any attention as a black man, as a prize-winning 
artist, they quickly changed their tune, and the apologetic clerk was probably worried that 
his discrimination would come back to haunt him if Bannister complained. Bannister’s 
story reflected the very complicated and contested nature of race at the Centennial.384 
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 Edmonia Lewis was the other black artist at the Centennial. Born in the United 
States to an African American father and a Native American mother, she moved to Italy 
after the Civil War. She lived in Rome, where she said that “color was no social bar.” In 
her Rome studio, she created at least three sculptures that were displayed at the 
Centennial: busts of Charles Sumner and John Brown, plasters or terra cotta copies of 
which could be bought for $8 each, and the Death of Cleopatra, a large marble statue. 
Peter H. Clark, a man from Cincinnati, bought the busts and put them on display at a 
local gallery. The sculpture of Brown was of “a striking likeness,” but that of Sumner 
was a bit too friendly looking, apparently, as a local newspaper described him as being 
“in a pleasant mood, and therefore unlike the popular ideal of the great Republican 
leader.”  
Lewis’s larger work on Cleopatra was prominently placed in Memorial Hall and 
received lots of praise. Articles were quick to point out her race and ethnicity, but they 
also acclaimed her work, calling it a “masterpiece” and a “grand work of art.” The New 
York Tribune did not believe there was much of interest in the south-western pavilion 
“except—for many visitors—the statue of ‘Cleopatra Dying,’ by Miss Edmonia Lewis, 
the colored sculptress.” The correspondent to the Express and Standard in Vermont was 
particularly laudatory about Lewis’s work: “Wonderful is the chiseling of Edmonia 
Lewis,” the writer said. “It is truly astonishing this statue, its life-like appearance, the 
																																																								
out, she neglects to mention that they were profusely apologetic when they realized he actually was the 
artist. The story becomes much more nuanced when one includes the apology and the bowing and scraping 
to Bannister that followed, see Gold, Unfinished Exhibition, 5. Gold is not alone in her omission of the rest 
of the story, as other scholars also neglect to include the additional details that complicate their simple 
narrative of racism. See, for example, Orcutt, Power and Posterity, 200-201.  
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accurate proportions, as if Cleopatra herself sat there breathing her last breath,” the letter 
continued. The writer erroneously claimed that she was a “full-blooded Chippewa 
Indian,” a surprising mistake since so many other articles highlighted her partial African 
American heritage. This heritage did earn some scorn, especially in the context of the 
Indian Wars in the West, as one paper described her as the “daughter of an African 
gentleman and a Winnebago Indian lady” which “accounts for the aboriginality of her 
method of sculpting, which has a Sitting Bull tint that is not observable in the works of 
other artists.” But others took issue with the statue itself, as another critic lambasted her 
sculpture, including the manner of her death, the “archaeological inaccuracies,” and even 
“the face of Cleopatra,” which was “coarse, masculine, unattractive,” even though “we 
are assured by historians” that Cleopatra’s face “was one full of beauty, strength, and 
intellect.” One woman reportedly came up to Lewis and complimented it but also asked 
her “don’t you think it would have been more proper to drape it,” as “Clothing…is 
necessary to Christian art.” Lewis allegedly replied to her, “Madame, that is not modesty 
in you. That is worse than mock modesty. You see and think only of evil not intended. 
Your mind, Madame, is not as pure, I fear, as my statue.” But, perhaps surprisingly, 
Lewis’s work, in general was very well-received, and her talent was widely recognized. 
385 
																																																								
385 Lewis gave an interview when she was in Indianapolis two years later, see St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 
Nov. 20, 1878.  It was reported in numerous places that Lewis was planning on exhibiting at the fair: 
Peabody Gazette-Herald (KS), June 9, 1876; Philadelphia Inquirer, April 19, 1876; Owensboro Examiner 
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revealed that Wisconsin wanted to claim her as its own, saying erroneously that she was born in that state. 
		235 		
  
Figure 5.1 Edmonia Lewis, 'The Death of Cleopatra, Smithsonian American Art Museum 
   
 Another notable African American exhibit at the Fair was cotton grown by 
Benjamin Montgomery of Mississippi. The black cotton planter was a former slave who 
had once been the property of Joseph Davis of Davis Bend. Joseph Davis was the brother 
of the president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis. Montgomery became the manager 
																																																								
Ohio also wanted to claim her, as she attended Oberlin College, Cincinnati Enquirer, Sept. 24, 1876. Some 
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Express and Standard, Sept. 26, 1876; Burlington Hawk-Eye (IO), Dec. 21, 1876; The Inter-Ocean, Oct. 7, 
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Cleopatra,” Meridians 9, no. 1 (2009): 62-82; Susanna W. Gold, “The Death of Cleopatra/ The Birth of 
Freedom: Edmonia Lewis at the New World’s Fair,” Biography 35, no. 2 (2012): 318-341; Gold, 
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fair, it makes sense for articles to note her race. 
		236 		
of the Davis plantation in the antebellum years, and after the Civil War, bought the place 
for himself. Writing about this to her friend, writer William Still, Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper noted how the “truth is stranger than fiction.” Harper visited the plantation on 
invitation from Montgomery and marveled at the ironies. Who would have thought that a 
black woman would have been “a welcome guest under the roof of the President of the 
Confederacy, though not by special invitation from him.” It was not Davis’s roof 
anymore though, but Montgomery’s, she made clear. “I have lived to see the day when 
the plantation has passed into new hands, and these hands once wore the fetters of 
slavery,” she marveled. The former slave who had patented mechanical inventions even 
before the Civil War, worked to improve the agricultural pursuits at Davis Bend. His 
efforts paid off when he won first place for his superior commercial cotton at the 
exposition and was praised for its “very extraordinary length of staple and good 
handling.” But the Mississippi River flooded later that year and ruined his crops back 
home. This brought financial ruin, as Montgomery was unable to make his mortgage 
payments. Ownership of the plantation reverted to the Davis family and Montgomery 
died in 1877. Despite his tragic circumstances, his cotton exhibit demonstrated the 
complex changes that Reconstruction had brought to the South, even if they did not 
last.386  
																																																								
386 San Francisco Bulletin, published as Daily Evening Bulletin, July 29, 1871. United States 
Centennial Commission, International Exhibition, 1876. Reports and Awards, Vol. V, Groups VIII-XIV, ed. 
Francis A. Walker (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1880), 67. For more on the story of 
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 The Philadelphia writer William Still had his own exhibit at the Centennial. The 
black abolitionist had a stand in the Main Building where he exhibited his book, The 
Underground Railroad. First published in 1872, Still’s book went through several 
editions. Mainly a compilation of interviews with fugitive slaves, it was significant in 
giving agency to the men and women who bravely escaped, rather than to the “white 
conductors.” It was a “handsome exhibit…bound in various styles of binding,” and 
“attracted much attention as an evidence of good taste” at the fair. It was also “one of the 
few exhibits on hand calculated to show what the colored race were doing in arts and 
industries.” Because of this, “he was entitled to and obtained, of course, all the rights and 
privileges of all other exhibits, without regard to his color.” 387 A reporter from the 
Christian Recorder walked by the exhibit and commented in her article about her tour of 
the fair that the book contained “records of suffering, heroism, and escape…which has 
had, and deserves a wide sale.” She praised “those good and brave men and women who 
defied public opinion and obeyed Scriptural injunction, ‘Betray nothing who 
wandereth,’” and condemned the Fugitive Slave Act, saying that “NO law was so great a 
blot on North statute books” and it “was too corrupt to remain long without 
revolution.”388 																																																								
387 Christian Recorder, January 11, 1877; Larry Gara, “William Still and the Underground Railroad,” 
Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 28, no. 1 (Jan. 1961): 40. James P. Boyd, 
“William Still: His Life and Work to This time” in William Still, Still’s Underground Rail Road Records. 
Revised Edition. With a Life of the Author (Philadelphia: William Still, 1886), lxiii. For some reviews of the 
book, see Hartford Daily Courant, June 15, 1872 and The Sun (MD), March 26, 1872, the latter being a 
very scathing critique, suggesting that it was “about as reliable a history” as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin. Still actively marketed his book according to Julie Roy Jefferey, Abolitionists Remember: 
Antislavery Autobiographies and the Unfinished Work of Emancipation (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2008), 89-90.  
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Remembering Richard Allen at the Fair 
In another exhibit, the bust of Richard Allen was an important contribution by 
African Americans. This sculpture to the founder of the African Methodist Episcopal 
(AME) church had been political from its very beginning. By 1874, the black Methodists 
decided that a statue to Richard Allen would be the best way to promote their church as 
well as their race overall. Benjamin Tanner, editor of the Christian Recorder, the paper of 
the A.M.E. church, used his paper to publicize the Allen statue. The artwork would serve 
to promote the “history of our race” and rebut “the slander of our enemies,” and would 
become “the first public monument to a Negro ever erected in this Country.” Again, 
Tanner observed that women and churches across the country were working to contribute 
something to the Centennial and “The question is What are we going to do? Why cannot 
we erect a statue to Allen, the man who led us out of our ecclesiastical bondage. We can 
do it, if we only thought so.” Tanner told them that “Ten thousand dollars would place a 
statue of the old hero in Fairmont, to be gazed upon by the men of all nations,” and then 
asked his readers, “What say you brethren?” James A. Handy of New Orleans wrote to 
Tanner, insisting that he had been the one to first propose a monument to Allen, but he 
wanted it to be outside of Bethel Church. Tanner replied to him that “the ‘front of Bethel’ 
is not Fairmont Park, which, during our Centennial, will be the front of the world. . . Let a 
monument go up to the Father of African Methodism in Fairmont Park.”389 Because of 																																																								
389 Christian Recorder, March 5, 1874; Christian Recorder, November 5, 1874; Christian Recorder, 
July 30, 1874; Christian Recorder, Sept. 10, 1874. This first mention appeared in Christian Recorder, Oct. 
16, 1873. People’s Advocate, July 8, 1876; Mitch Kachun suggests that the Allen statue fits into a longer 
history of African American commemorations, Mitch Kachun, Festivals of Freedom: Memory and 
Meaning in African American Emancipation Celebrations, 1808-1915 (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2003), 161-164; Mitch Kachun, “Before the Eyes of All Nations: African American 
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unforeseen complications, including a train derailment, the statue would only be unveiled 
in November, the last month of the fair.390 
 But some African Americans believed that were much better ways to spend the 
money than to contribute to a piece of art. W. H. Hunter of Philadelphia suggested 
numerous other places where he believed the money would be better suited to go, such as 
creating “a fund to assist poor churches,” sending a missionary to Haiti, or building “an 
orphanage.” He cried, “look at our fatherless and motherless children and build them a 
shelter from the storm before you build a monument to be admired by the world, and not 
benefit any one, save only the constructor.” They should look to “what will most benefit 
the people; the greatest good to the greatest number.” Hunter wrote again two years later, 
still expressing reservations about the monument. However, he admitted that if the 
monument were to be built, it needed to be “a complete success,” and he called for them 
to “sink all differences and labor together.” 391  
Financial issues were paramount, and the AME church worked to raise the needed 
funds. Reverend Andrew J. Chambers of Arkansas, one of the leaders of the Allen Statue 
movement, had been elected by the Arkansas Annual Conference for the AME church to 
the position of the “Corresponding Secretary of the ‘Allen Monument Fund.’” As such, 
																																																								
Identity and Historical Memory at the Centennial Exposition of 1876,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of 
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390 Gold covers the full story of the monument, including the train derailment, Unfinished Exhibition, 
146-153. 
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he sent out circulars publicizing the initiative and raising money. In one, he asked if “You 
will enlist all your energies in this grand cause,” telling his audience that “It is for you to 
say whether four millions of wronged and outraged sons of freedom shall mingle their 
shouts of patriotism, liberty, and equality with this conglomerate nationalities who shall 
feel the warm blood swelling in their veins when our old ‘Liberty Bell’ peels out ‘our 
first hundred!’” It would only take a “mite from each member of your congregation.” 
Chambers did not believe the race was too poor: “Say not that we are too poor, when 
millions are annually squandered by us for ‘rum,’ and the ‘filthy weed.’” The New 
Orleans Republican announced Chambers’ speeches in that city, telling their readers that 
this effort to erect a monument to Allen was “a worthy enterprise, and one that should be 
warmly seconded by every colored man on the North American continent.” They 
enjoined, “Turn out and hear Mr. Chambers.”392 Chambers went to Columbus, Georgia, 
where he spoke about the Allen Statue. Another minister, W.J. Gaines, wrote about this 
visit and noted that “the people enjoyed the lecture” on the Allen monument. Gaines 
wanted “every man and woman of our race [to] give something to the Allen monument” 
and closed his letter to the Christian Recorder with an appeal: “Now let us as a church 
and as a race put the monument up, that the nations may see that we are men.” 393  Amos 
A. Williams, the Chairman of the Arkansas Conference, wrote in to the Recorder in 
January 1876 that “Money is fast coming in. The statue is commenced. One payment has 
been made…There is no doubt now but that we will have a statue of the sainted Allen to 
																																																								
392 New Orleans Republican, Jan. 23, 1876. 
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unveil at Fairmont Park” on July 4, 1876. The “Tennessee, Arkansas, Texas, and 
Mississippi Conferences are rallying to the call, and others are ready to fall into line.”394  
However, getting the funds was not the only challenge. The Church wanted the 
statue of Allen to be a permanent fixture in Fairmount Park, and the Fairmount Park 
Commission denied this request, even though other groups, like the Presbyterians and the 
Germans, were granted permission to have permanent monuments. They also “demand 
that it ‘shall be completed by the first day of May,’” which, given that the statue was not 
completed, was impossible. They then decided it would be better to place the statue at 
Bethel Church. Philadelphia newspapers picked up on the story and included an interview 
with Reverend James Underdue, an African American who “holds a position in the Post 
Office,” they pointed out. He had also been a chaplain in the Union army. When asked if 
“a separate demonstration would be made by the colored people during the Centennial,” 
Underdue replied that it was his “understanding . . .  that the colored people have been 
shamefully ignored by the Centennial Commission, particularly in the appointments.” He 
then referenced the discrimination that women like Le Count and Cole had faced. 
However, Underdue also expressed hesitation about a statue dedicated to Allen, as he was 
not sure if Allen was “representative of them as a class,” and thought maybe Lincoln 
would be a better choice, for “of him it may justly be said he belonged to white and black 
alike.” Underdue also seemed unsure about a celebration solely for African Americans: 
“In spite of the proscription under which we have labored, we have subscribed to the 
Centennial stock and feel as deep an interest in the success of the Exhibition as the white 																																																								
394 Christian Recorder, Jan. 27, 1876. 
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people can.” While he understood why “nationalities which have found an asylum here, 
such as the Jews and others, should make separate demonstrations,” he said, “so far as we 
are concerned we consider ourselves natives—‘to the manor born.’ It is as much our 
home as anybody’s.” The columnist commented that other “representative colored men” 
that they had spoken to held similar views in opposition to the Allen memorial.395 
Nevertheless, the plans for the statue went forward. They were unable to complete 
the monument by July 4th, as originally planned, but they held a dedication ceremony on 
the grounds on June 12.396 The Christian Recorder announced that on September 22, the 
anniversary of the initial declaration of the Emancipation Proclamation, the statue of 
Allen would be unveiled. “Our Emancipation, enfranchisement, manhood, and 
representation at the New World’s Fair are to be recognized in this marble shaft,” 
Chambers declared in the Recorder. It was a “grand idea…to begin the new century, not 
by giving evidence of our appreciation of Homer or Milton’s poetic excellence or the 
chivalric bravery of Frederic the Great…neither to the noble greatness of Lincoln or 
Sumner, alone though, eminently worthy of admiration; but by giving indubitable proof 
of the…intellectual superiority in our own race.” He urged them to come to the unveiling, 
“Come in cars, steamers, and carts. Come young and old, maid and matron. Thousands 
are daily visiting the Centennial, let tens of thousands of our race be present, and demand 
																																																								
395 The (Philadelphia) Times, May 15, 1876. The Philadelphia Inquirer published the same story, May 
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a recognition which is not accorded until demanded in this or any age.”397 But yet again, 
delays occurred, this time in the form of a train derailment on September 15. The larger 
monument was destroyed, but a bust of Allen survived and was finally displayed on 
November 2. 398 
At the dedication ceremony for the base of a bust to Richard Allen in June, John 
T. Jenifer addressed the crowd gathered at the Centennial Exhibition in 1876. AME 
minister Jenifer, though, did not use this opportunity to speak about Allen. Rather, he 
spoke at length about the current problems of Reconstruction, worsening racial relations 
in the South, and the memory of the Civil War. “The Southern question is an important 
question,” he said, and “made important because the destiny of a struggling race is 
involved in it. It is the problem of the nation.” After noting acts of violence against blacks 
in the South, which “are the death struggles of the Lost Cause,” he continued, calling for 
better schools and protection against these acts of violence—and it was the national 
government that was responsible. Government intervention would “maintain peace” in 
the South, “make certain the acts of reconstruction and. . . perpetuate the Union,” thus 
fulfilling the goals of the Civil War. African Americans, and the nation in general, should 
																																																								
397 Christian Recorder, Apr. 13, 1876. This rejection is commonly cited: see, Gold, Unfinished 
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not be discouraged by the seeming slowness of progress— recalling the history of 
slavery: “the work of centuries cannot be undone in a decade.”399  
 While at the dedication for the base, Jenifer had been highly political, the 
speakers in November took a more moderate political stance, reflecting on Allen’s life 
and his meaning to the race and to the nation. John Mercer Langston was originally slated 
to speak but could not attend. The lesson that the speaker, the Howard University 
ecclesiastical history professor John Brown, imparted was of racial progress. He argued 
that “prejudice [is] not invincible” and reminded his listeners of the greatness of African 
Americans like Allen or Benjamin Banneker. While many did not remember those men, 
“the mistake is in us—we demand this recognition,” and he believed that “the cultured 
and good of all nationalities will award this recognition.” African Americans were now 
taking their place in the nation, Brown showed, especially by publicizing some key black 
figures in history.  Brown also preached an integrationist message, noting that Congress 
had partially funded the statue, appropriating $3,000, while the white governor of 
Arkansas, Augustus Garland, had been the first to contribute $50. Of course, it was not 
just whites who paid for Allen’s statue. William S. Montgomery from Mississippi gave 
$100 for the cause. However, the speaker stressed that “the poorest of our people” had 
been important contributors as well. Money came from across the country, making it a 
national statue, perhaps more national than the Centennial itself. 400 
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 The poem, “We Are Rising,” by Francis Ellen Watkins Harper reiterated the idea 
of racial progress. Watkins, a black political activist and author who pushed for women’s 
rights, wrote the poem for the occasion. She wrote:  
We are rising, as a people, 
We are rising, to the light; 
 For our God had changed the shadows 
Of our dark and dreary night 
In the prison house of bondage,  
When we bent beneath the rod, 
And our hearts were faint and weary, 
We first learned to trust in God. 
 
She thanked God for deliverance from slavery, as the “footsteps of his judgments,/ 
Echoed through the guilty land; When the rust of many ages,/ On our galling fetters lay,/ 
He turned our grief to gladness,/ And our darkness into day.” Harper believed that since 
slavery had been abolished, the people were now “Rising into freedom’s light,” but they 
still needed deliverance, as she closed: “Help us, Oh! great Deliver,/ To be faithful to thy 
Word,/ Till the nation’s former bondmen,/ Be the freemen of the Lord./ Teach Oh Lord 
our hands, to battle/ ‘Gainst the hosts of vice, and sin./ And with Jesus for our Captain,/ 
The victory we shall win.” It was a poem that spoke to a painful past, but a bright future. 
Given her work with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, her fear of vice made 
perfect sense, as female reformers battled the sins of alcohol consumption.401 
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 African Americans were not just represented in art and exhibits. They attended 
the Centennial as visitors, despite later historians’ insistence that they were unwelcome 
and unwanted. The Christian Recorder occasionally published the names of “Our Colored 
Visitors” who attended the Centennial. In one article, they printed over one hundred 
names and showed that black visitors came from all over the nation. Many of the women 
were unmarried and most African American visitors seemed to be more likely to travel 
alone than with a group. But sometimes whole families attended the Centennial. These 
Philadelphia visitors all stayed very close to the A.M.E. church that Allen founded. The 
ability to travel to the Centennial itself marked progress, as traveling was a middle-class 
activity because of the expense. Just like their white counterparts, most black visitors 
were middle class. On the opening week, an African American newspaper, Cromwell’s 
People’s Advocate ran front page articles explaining how to get to Philadelphia, where to 
stay, the costs associated with such, along with other crucial information for travelers 
venturing into a new city. Guidebooks published for the Centennial Exhibition printed 
lists of local churches, including in their roster African American ones. Absent, though, 
were any warnings about separate accommodations or segregated facilities. This 
omission is suggestive, at the least, and indicates that segregated public facilities in 
Philadelphia were not the norm. Earlier political battles over desegregating the city’s 
streetcars and theaters in the aftermath of the war illustrated that black citizens asserted 
their rights and fought for equality in Philadelphia during the Reconstruction years. The 
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location of the Centennial meant that African Americans enjoyed a more egalitarian 
experience when they visited the fair than what later historians have suggested.402  
To be sure, black visitors encountered racism at the Philadelphia Exhibition just 
as they did all across the country. A Charleston paper politicized African Americans who 
wanted to go to the Centennial, entitling the article, “Sambo at the Centennial.” The 
editor wrote that many were “needlessly puzzling themselves over the anxeity [sic] of the 
South Carolina negroes to take part in the pomp and pageant of the Centennial 
Exposition,” continuing that “those who are most familiar with the character of the 
colored people, especially as developed ‘since ‘mancipation come out,’” should know 
that “the cause of their desire to be present at the national glorification is not very far to 
seek.” The author suggested that “It matters no whit to them that the success of the First 
Rebellion in this country was an indirect cause of their continuance of slavery for the last 
forty years,” and essentially African Americans had no connection to the Revolution. 
Rather, black Americans only wanted to participate because of the “camp meeting or corn 
shucking” that will occur on “magnificent scale” during the Fourth. “They know that it is 
‘a Yankee’ concern, and they shrewdly suspect that corn whisky will abound—and what 
would they more?” Another reason they wanted to go was that “many of the Southern 
people have no interest in the affair” which served “as usual…to intensify theirs in 
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respect to every feature of the proceedings.” It was the “celebration, not the 
commemoration” that African Americans cared about, according to the article; they had 
no understanding of what was being celebrated. But African Americans were clearly in 
tune with the significance of the event, and they often made connections between blacks 
and the American Revolution as a way to place claim on their right to celebrate and 
commemorate their role in the nation’s history. The racist author of the newspaper article 
also underscored the importance of Reconstruction by noting that for an African 
American, visiting the fair was a political act. Thus, those black Americans who made 
their way to the Exhibition contested the meaning of the Centennial with their very 
presence.403 
Henry Flipper Visits the Centennial 
One black man who visited the fair embodied the issues of race, emancipation, 
and equality that were contested at the fair. In 1873, West Point admitted one of the 
Military Academy’s first African Americans into officer’s training. Henry Ossian Flipper 
graduated after four years and entered the United States Army, but he was still a cadet in 
1876, when his class was ordered to encamp for ten days at the Centennial. Three 
hundred cadets made their way to Philadelphia that summer, but none attracted more 
attention than Flipper. In his autobiography, he remembered that some were surprised to 
see him there, including one person who commented: “You are quite an exhibition 
yourself. No one was expecting to see a colored cadet." This, while quite baldly stated, 
would have been true at the time. A Philadelphia paper commented on Flipper’s 																																																								
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presence, noting that his fellow cadets had nothing to do with him: “We don’t even speak 
to him. Of course, we have to eat with him, and drill with him, and go on guard with him, 
but that ends it. Outside of duty, we don’t know him.” When asked if he was intelligent, a 
cadet replied that he “stands high in his class,” and that he saw no reason why he would 
not graduate. The cadet also noted that “in color he is rather light.” An African American 
paper picked up on this news item, bluntly calling out the reason why he was a mixed 
race, lamenting that “it is a pity your whole race did not have less to do with the negro, 
and then this young colored cadet . . . would not have been in color so light.” The West 
Point cadets also marched in the July 4th celebration, so it is likely Flipper was with them. 
Being black and a military man was incredibly significant as white Southerners especially 
saw this expression of masculinity as a threat to their own stability and power. Naturally, 
a slave would not have become a cadet, and thus Flipper became a living symbol of both 
the Civil War and Reconstruction.404  
His admittance to West Point and also his acceptance at the Centennial both 
indicated the tremendous progress won since the abolition of slavery. However, Flipper 
did discuss in his autobiography that being a black cadet was not easy. Writing about the 
event in later years, Flipper did not shy away from recounting instances of either casual 
racism or outright hostility he faced, which suggests that he would have also explained 
harsh treatment at the fair. Instead, the trip to the Centennial proved to be an exciting 
diversion for him. In recounting his treatment at West Point, in contrast, he showed a 
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very complex situation—while he and white cadets did not socialize, he also insisted they 
generally treated him with “proper politeness.” However, he also suggested that the 
lower-class members of the academy were the ones most likely to treat him poorly: “they 
are low and their conduct must be in keeping with their breeding.” Other cadets learned 
from them, and conformed to peer pressure, as they were “in want of backbone.” 
Nevertheless, he viewed his time at West Point positively, as he reflected on his time 
there. His admittance to West Point and also his acceptance at the Centennial both 
indicated that something had changed.405  
 For too long, historians have accepted the argument for the invisibility of African 
Americans at the Centennial. While they correctly have found evidence of racism at the 
Philadelphia Exhibition, they have too quickly framed their interpretations of the 1876 
fair in the more rigid terms of later decades. In doing so, they have missed the complexity 
and more fluid nature of the times and have either overlooked or misinterpreted the 
contributions of African Americans who helped plan the event, worked on the 
fairgrounds, displayed their exhibits, and asserted their historical and political role in the 
nation’s past and present. In so doing, they joined other Americans who came to 
Philadelphia to celebrate the one hundredth birthday of their country by contesting the 
meaning of the Centennial.  
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Chapter Six 
 
Experiencing the Centennial 
Frank D. Chase, a teenager from Massachusetts, was one of the millions of 
visitors who went to the Exhibition. He spent six days in Philadelphia, first seeing the 
sights of the city like Independence Hall, then going to the fairgrounds day after day to 
take in all that he could. Chase filled pages of his journal with lists of what he saw, 
offering little by way of description, but noting everything from the Corliss Engine in 
Machinery Hall to statues and paintings in Memorial Hall to cucumbers and hogs in 
Agricultural Hall. Clearly, he hoped that the lists would later help remind him of all that 
he had beheld. In the last diary entry he made for the year 1876, he reflected on the 
significance of his trip to the fair two months earlier: “One great event distinguishes this 
year in my life; and that is my journey to the Centennial where I learned more than I 
should have in many years of quiet life.”406  
The young man about to begin his studies at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology was not alone in marveling at the experience of visiting the great spectacle. 
Despite all of the political significance, the controversy, the scandal, and the contestation 
of its meaning, the reality is that most of the visitors who traveled to the Centennial went 
to the fair to have a good time. Sometimes individuals recognized the political issues at 
stake and issues of race, class, and gender would become apparent, but other visitor 
accounts indicated that they went to Philadelphia during those six months to learn and to 
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marvel at the exhibits. Visiting was something of a frenetic and confusing experience—
tourists reported being overwhelmed at the exhibits, even if fair planners tried to instill a 
sense of order to the proceedings.  
These visitors were eyewitnesses to an important cultural moment, and their 
presence ensured the success of the fair. Over eight million visitors came to the fair. The 
number of unique visitors would have been much lower, however, for people often 
reported that they needed to come back numerous times if they hoped to see everything. 
Those who tried to do it all in one day became an object of ridicule—and some argued 
that it would have been better to not go at all and just read a guidebook rather than rush 
through the exhibits. One satirical account noted this and accompanied the text with an 
illustration of a long-legged man holding a guidebook and trampling a child in his haste 
to get his money’s worth in only a short visit. A Vermont paper published instructions on 
how to see the Centennial in full in three days.407  
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Figure 6.1 Bricktop Stories, "The Chap Who Attempts to Do the Exhibition in One Day”  
 
 Many newspapers published serialized accounts of Centennial travels for those 
who were not able to go themselves. They covered it all—from the food to the art to the 
exhibits in every building. They exoticized foreigners. They politicized events. They 
interpreted the fair in ways that appealed to their readers. “Newspaper correspondents 
have gone crazy in attempting to mention what is here to be seen,” one humorous account 
mentioned.408 Meanwhile, visitors left behind diaries and letters that told of their 
adventures in Fairmount Park and the surrounding area. 
 Even before the fair opened, some traveled to Philadelphia and published 
accounts of what they saw. A “Cairo boy” from Illinois went about two weeks before the 
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opening day. He was surprised at how far along the buildings were, as most were nearly 
finished.409 It proved difficult to gain admittance before the official opening, as the 
planners had restricted visitors from touring the unfinished fairgrounds in February. They 
needed a pass to enter. Too many curious sightseers made it difficult to carry on 
construction, and the work was on a tight timetable.410 
Many guidebooks were published and sold widely to those who planned to make 
the journey to the City of Brotherly Love for the Exhibition. They promised a truly 
international experience, proclaiming that “A kaleidoscope of the world” could be found 
at the Centennial. Visitors would see “the peculiarities of dress and manners of the 
nationalities of the world,” such as “the Egyptian, the Turk, the Japanese, the Chinese, 
the Moor, the Persian, the Spaniard, the Swiss, the Swede, the Russian, the South 
American, and the Pacific Islander.” In Philadelphia, “the various races will be blended 
on a common ground, exemplifying the distinctions of form and feature which separate 
the human family into dissimilar groups.”411  
 Those who came to the ceremonies marking the start of the Centennial surely 
beheld a great spectacle, as the opening day was a grand affair. “Next to the Fourth of 
July, 1876, the greatest day in the Centennial Year is the 10th of May, the day of opening 
the International Exhibition at Philadelphia,” declared Frank Leslie’s Weekly.412 A huge 
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crowd gathered between the Main Building and Memorial Hall. Speeches by Joseph 
Hawley and President Ulysses S. Grant, as well as a lengthy prayer by Methodist Bishop 
Matthew Simpson of Philadelphia marked the occasion. Many who attended could not 
hear what was said, as the acoustics were not very good. But the speeches and prayers 
were printed in newspapers around the country, and when President Grant and the 
emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro, started the Corliss Machine, the steam engine that 
powered the exhibits in Machinery Hall, the fair was officially open.  
Traveling to Philadelphia 
Some visitors to the Centennial published their accounts. These trips usually 
involved multiple stages. In one book, “Eastward Ho!” or Leaves from the Diary of a 
Centennial Pilgrim by David Bailey, the author began by recounting a scene he had 
witnessed while traveling to Washington D.C. from Ohio. On the train, a black passenger 
was accosted in his sleep and ordered to give up his seat for a presumably white patron. 
The African American threatened the conductor, telling him that he was armed with a 
revolver, but to no avail. Forced to give up his seat, the black passenger spent the rest of 
the journey writing. Later, Bailey and his traveling companion, Mr. O., found this same 
African American man in the gallery of the Senate Chamber. In keeping with the context 
of his times, Bailey used dialect for the black man and missed no opportunity to criticize 
him, wondering if he was “a little crazy, or only a natural fool.” But at the same time 
Bailey showed the man as armed, literate, and politically interested. While many states 
had enacted civil rights legislation that barred such discrimination, African Americans 
still faced racism during travel. Depending on where the incident occurred, he could have 
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sued the conductor or the company and probably won. Travel would continue to be a 
confusing and contested process throughout the 1870s. 413 
 Bailey’s journey to Philadelphia highlighted Civil War memory and 
Reconstruction politics. The train made many stops along the way, such as at Harper’s 
Ferry, where Bailey saw the “old abandoned Arsenal, which was dismantled at the 
opening of the late civil war, to prevent the rebels from profiting by the military stores 
deposited there.” He also saw the jail where John Brown “was confined after his ill 
starred raid for the purpose of freeing the slaves of Virginia and arming them.”414 When 
in DC, he toured the Capitol and, from a rooftop vista, described some of the sites he 
could see, including Howard University, “designed for the education of the colored race” 
and Ford’s Theater, “remodeled since the tragedy.” On another day, he looked out from 
the Capitol and saw the “ancestral home of R.E. Lee” that was “Confiscated to the United 
States Government” and “now a Cemetery for the dead of the Union Army.”415 In the 
War Department, he and other visitors saw “all the flags captured from the Rebels during 
the war” and “many of the flags borne by regiments in the Union Army.” Perhaps the 
crowning site, though, was a glimpse of President Ulysses S. Grant, who Bailey believed 
was “the best President that our Nation has had since the days of Jackson, who, indeed, 
was better versed in statecraft than the present incumbent” Rutherford B. Hayes.416 While 
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in Washington, Bailey heard discussions concerning the political situation in the South 
and included an aside about his cousin, who had just returned from Louisiana as a 
reporter for the House Investigating Committee on election returns. He “seemed to be 
well-satisfied that there was a species of terrorism in the South, which would prevent the 
voting of nearly all belonging to one political party.” This observer, at least, understood 
the true nature of Redemption in the South.417 
He and the other passengers eventually arrived in Philadelphia on July 3, where 
the train stopped at the “Centennial Depot,” on Elm Avenue (now Parkside Avenue). The 
passengers looked out with anticipation at the fairgrounds, where they could see parts of 
the Centennial. They stayed at the Atlas Hotel, which was across the street from one of 
the entrances to the Centennial at 52nd Street and Elm Avenue. Proving that traveling 
often means difficulties, Bailey and his companion discovered that the hotel had lost their 
reservations. Fortunately, they had kept the receipts they had received when they had 
mailed their payment.418  
Another Centennial traveler, Clement MacDonald Smith, had an even worse time 
of it. He traveled by train with his wife, friends, and others from Bellevue, Michigan, the 
town in which he lived, from Detroit to Philadelphia in September. They stopped for 
breakfast in Elmira, New York, leaving their bags on the train, as they were assured that 
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“the cars would wait until we got in.” But breakfast took longer than expected, and they 
were told the train would leave without them. Somehow, their baggage got transferred to 
yet another train and they telegraphed the next station, requesting their luggage be left for 
them there. But the train did not stop at that station, after all. So, he telegraphed, yet 
again, at a station further along the way, and perhaps, miraculously, did in fact get his 
bags back. They were supposed to arrive in Philadelphia by 4 p.m., but in a turn of events 
that sounds quite modern, they did not arrive until 10:30 that night. 419 
Accommodations 
 Accommodations played a major part in the planning visitors had to do before 
they made their way to the fair. Because the nearby hotels could not hold the number of 
expected visitors, a Housing corporation, the Centennial Lodging House Agency, was 
formed and worked to procure rooms for visitors at private houses and boarding houses, 
persuading the owners to agree to feed their patrons breakfast and supper. The Agency 
distributed “coupon tickets” to out-of-towners at railroad stations and on trains. As 
visitors got within fifty miles of the city, these agents went “through the train and 
assign[ed] the holders of the coupons to their quarters.”420 Some “cheap lodgings” were 
also built “for the especial accommodations of Centennial visitors” and double- and even 
quadruple-booked rooms.421 Traveling often proved a stressful endeavor—making the 
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ferry boat on time, finding a seat, getting on the right train, having to listen to some 
“historical gentleman, or historical bore” prattle on about “all historical landmarks and 
dates.” This “great man—in his own estimation, at least” would volunteer all matter of 
information that would make one regret not being “born deaf.”422 
 Clement Smith from Michigan had even more to say about his problems in 
finding a room. There were thirty members in his party, all together, and they set out the 
evening they got in to the Grand Exposition Hotel, which boasted the ability to 
accommodate 5,000 guests. However, there was no room for them in the inn. They were 
informed that the men and women in their party could be split up and given cots to sleep 
on in the parlor and in the ball room for “a dollar a cot.” Given that it was late, they 
agreed. The cots were “nothing but a narrow bed placed on some kind of frame about a 
foot off the floor, and on the whole, they are not at all inviting unless one is very tired, as 
of course we all were.” Adding to the misery, the hotel had run out of blankets and 
sheets. He “caught a severe cold that night which I have not got over yet,” he 
complained.423 
 Realizing that this situation was untenable, he and another member of his party set 
out the following morning to “find a place to live.” They settled on the Branch Hotel, a 
half a mile from the fairgrounds, and they paid the bill one day in advance, which 
MacDonald said was good for the owners, as “no one after staying one day would think 
of staying longer if he could find another place unless he did pay ahead.” This bill was $4 
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for him and his wife. “The building was on the cheapest order,” he complained, “The 
occupants of one bedroom could hear what the occupants of an adjoining bedroom were 
saying” as the wall between them was only “an inch thick.” And “the rooms were so 
small that when we wanted to turn around we had to go out in the hall and when we got 
out there it was so small we had to go on out in the dining-sitting room, turn around and 
go back after we got through.” They soon moved to the Bingham Hotel, where they “had 
a splendid room in the 4th story,” but it did cost them $7 a day.424  
 Those who did not have reservations often went door-to-door seeking 
accommodations, but without luck. And, if a traveler did find a place to stay, the 
adventure had only just begun. Visitors might be accosted by robbers and swindlers. 
Guidebooks warned their readers to look out for pickpockets. Clement Smith, whose 
travel mishaps never ceased, went to the fair one day with his wife, Frank. She asked him 
for the time, so “I went for my watch and it was gone. Of course I knew right off that it 
had been picked from my pocket.” He checked to see if his pocketbook was gone, too, 
but it “was safe.” He “tried to think where I had been in a crowd,” and remembered 
looking at his watch an hour earlier and could not believe that someone would steal the 
watch, which he kept in his pants pocket, but not his wallet, kept in a separate space, as 
they were close together. “These pickpockets are deft fellows,” he commented, “and do 
things we would not think they could. I had said that no man could pick my pocket, and 
Frank had heard me say that, but there I stood with an empty watch pocket right against 
my assertion.” But then he happened to reach into a different pocket, “and there was my 																																																								
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watch where I suppose I put it when I last looked at it.” Warnings about thieves 
sometimes created unwarranted paranoia.425 
Regardless of the real and perceived dangers presented by thieves, even getting 
around the city could be a problem. Navigating the streets of Philadelphia proved 
difficult, as the system of numbering made little sense to strangers. The locals tried to 
help, but to no avail. The danger was particularly apparent for female travelers, one 
cautionary letter opined. The author, a father, warned that a Philadelphia agency was 
attempting to lure young women to the city, under the guise of employment at the 
Centennial. The agency, “selected by the centennial committee to engage for them at 
least two hundred young ladies” to work as cashiers, saleswomen, soda fountain 
attendants, and various other roles, sought “comely and respectable looking people.” 
They proposed to pay these women between $8 to $15 per week, including meals. The 
opportunity would allow women to see the Centennial every day. “Your parents will 
object to your leaving home,” they warned, so “it would be best for you to say nothing 
about this until you are here and then to write to them.” This letter was “undoubtedly 
calculated to lead young girls into some sort of disreputable net…The idea probably is to 
induce young women to go to Philadelphia, and once there, they will soon fall into the 
wicked hands of those who are seeking to destroy them.”426 On the one hand, the story 
revealed society’s anxieties about women who were becoming more independent. On the 
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other hand, the dangers of human trafficking and violence against victims of devious 
schemes were all-too-real. 
 Transportation to the Centennial grounds was either a crowded affair or an 
exorbitant one, as a coachman offered to take visitors to the fairgrounds from their hotel 
for twenty dollars, which was the same cost required to travel to New York City.427 Once 
at the park, visitors could choose multiple entrances to the fairgrounds, which were 
placed based on their proximity to main roads and railroads. In order to gain entrance, 
one had to provide a special fifty-cent currency note. No change was given. The hope 
was that counterfeit money would be less of an issue if the hard-to-come-by coin was the 
only accepted means of payment. The money went into a mechanized lockbox that could 
only be opened by the bank officers. Visitors would go in through a new type of 
mechanized entry—the turnstile. These allowed the centennial organizers to have a 
precise count of the number of visitors each day.428 But if a “person be so unfortunate as 
to not squeeze through…there is no resort but the carriage entrance which is opposite the 
main building.”429 
 Not all visitors needed to buy tickets. The Centennial Commission awarded 
thousands of special passes to honorary guests. One though, U.S. Senator George F. 
Edmunds, a Radical Republican from Vermont, returned the complimentary pass Hawley 
had sent him, saying that all should contribute to the financial success of the 
																																																								
427 Bricktop, Going to the Centennial 21. 
 
428 Godey’s Lady Book, May 1876.  
 
429 Hawaiian Gazette, Oct. 4, 1876. 
		263 		
Centennial.430 But not everyone shared Edmunds’ notion. Those who worked at the fair 
also had their own type of tickets, which had their photographs on them, to make them 
nontransferable.431  
 The Centennial grounds were closed on Sundays, thanks to the Sabbatarian codes 
pushed by evangelical Christians, who continued to enjoy widespread success through 
their revivals. This meant that the typical working man could not go to the fair, because 
Sunday was his only day off each week. Those who wanted to keep the grounds closed to 
keep the Sabbath holy insisted that the fair promoted worldly and sinful activities. 
Moreover, if it was open, it would require people to work on Sunday. Ironically, their 
Sabbatarian restrictions might have had unintended consequences. Large groups of 
people, especially those of the working class, still made their way out to the surrounding 
area every Sunday. They would sometimes strain to look through the “chinks in the 
fence.”432 But they could not get in, so they turned to the entertainment available in the 
nearby streets, where sideshows, gambling, various sports, and lots of alcohol could be 
found.  
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Early in the planning stages, the Centennial Commission decided to have the 
grounds closed on Sunday for religious reasons. Some objected to this as discrimination 
against the working class. A protest was held in Philadelphia, with resolutions passed that 
having the fair open on Sunday would “promote the cause of religion and morality as 
well as the happiness of the people by providing a place where all may contemplate the 
handiwork of creation as well as the achievement of human genius, industry and skill.”433 
The New York Herald likewise criticized this “Puritanism,” saying that “Thousands of 
working men in this city, for instance, who might run down with their families to the 
Quaker City on a Sunday…returning to their homes on the same evening, will have . . . to 
give up a holiday which means the loss of a day’s work.” That was especially difficult in 
the wake of the economic depression.434   
Others viewed the Sunday closing as an important way to keep the day sacred. 
When reporting another protest about the closure, the Christian Recorder argued that 
being open on Sundays would ultimately hurt the working class, as it would contribute to 
the end of the “sacredness of Sunday.” The writer continued: “To our way of thinking 
this cry for the practical abrogation of the Christian Sabbath,” would hurt the “working-
men. They have it now to enjoy. They will not have it, should…its sacredness [be] 
departed.” The editor saw a day when “Greedy capital will not then be slow to say,” that 
if one is paid for a week’s labor, “full seven days’ tort must be given.” Closing the article, 
BenjaminTanner said that since the Recorder represented “the laboring class, we say, 
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‘Hands of[f] Sunday.” Even a reader of the paper in Oregon, Addson Jones of Salem, had 
an opinion about the Sunday issue. He feared that if Sunday excursion trains from other 
states went to the Centennial Grounds, “Sabbath breakers from Baltimore, Washington, 
and a multitude of smaller towns will pour into Philadelphia until the Quaker city will be 
inundated.” The writer of the letter to the Recorder feared that such effects would spread 
throughout the country and even to his own state.435 
 Although the fair remained closed on Sundays, visitors poured in on the other 
days of the week. That summer proved to be one of the hottest on record and visitors 
braved the heat as well as the dangers of traveling to the Exhibition. Many found at least 
a semblance of relief once they arrived on the grounds. A narrow-gauge railroad ran 
around the 236-acre park, and most who went rode the train during their visit, as it 
provided relief from the many hours of walking and provided a faster means of moving 
between the sites. And there were many sites to behold, with five main buildings: the 
Main Building, Memorial Hall, Machinery Hall, Agricultural Hall, and Horticultural 
Hall. In addition, there was the Woman’s Pavilion, buildings for many of the states of the 
Union, and edifices for other countries participating in the international fair. There was 
also a department of public comfort, where visitors could leave their possessions while 
they enjoyed the fair. And there were numerous restaurants, including establishments 
featuring French, German, Southern, and American cuisine. In keeping with the theme of 
national healing and reunion, the latter two restaurants “represent both sections of the 
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Union,” although Southern food was seen as something different than American.436 Fair 
food was not cheap and many of the restaurants were criticized for charging exorbitant 
rates.437 Restaurants could also occasionally burn down, as was the case with Lauber’s 
Restaurant, otherwise known as the German Restaurant. However, they rebuilt it within 
eight days. 438 
Eating at the Fair 
Of course, fairgoers looked forward to eating at the Exhibition. For the first time, 
Americans were introduced to bananas from Malaysia, while new food items from the 
United States included Heinz ketchup, soda water, and Philadelphia’s own Hires root 
beer. The fair also featured popcorn, a popular treat at the Centennial, where the crowds 
fell in love with a sweetened version of the snack that was similar to kettle corn. One 
vendor, I. L. Baker, bought the exclusive rights to sell popcorn. Critics worried about 
corruption in Centennial vending, and the New York Herald reported that outlandish fees 
had been paid for having the privilege of selling products at the fair. Vendors paid dearly 
to get the rights to sell concessions, with some deals including a percentage of profits as 
well as an up-front fee. Baker was one of those who invested a large sum to sell 
concessions, with the Herald reporting in February 1876 that, “a popcorn capitalist” had 
“given $7000 for the sole privilege of impairing the digestion of the world at the great 
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fair.” The newspapers reported on the popularity of the snack food: “How many pop-corn 
balls have been sold on the Centennial grounds no man can possibly compute, but if each 
represented a dollar, there would be enough money to pay off the half of the national 
debt.”439  
Many who ate popcorn washed it down with copious amounts of soda purchased 
from the many fountains. James W. Tufts and Charles Lippincott paid $20,000 and $2 per 
day royalty per fountain for the right to the soda concession. This amounted to the 
staggering sum of $52,000, but it proved to be a worthwhile investment. The extremely 
hot summer combined with social and moral issues to promote the sale of soda. 
Temperance advocates had banned the sale of hard liquor at the fair (although whiskey 
and wine samples could still be had on the grounds and alcohol flowed freely in 
establishments nearby). The result was that many thirsty people crowded the counters at 
the ubiquitous soda fountains. One visitor thought that “the most conspicuous things at 
the Centennial are, after all, the soda water fountains. They have them of every shape and 
every color, in every possible place.” She expected visitors to get sick: “I don’t wonder 
that people go to Philadelphia to get the malia [sic]—they say it is worse than the 
measles—if they walk round and round all day until their feet are sore and look and look 
until their eyes and the backs of their necks ache, without taking time for square meals, 
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eating fruit and popcorn and drinking coffee and soda water all of the time.” Even in 
1876, critics remarked that fair food was unhealthy.440 
Another writer worried that “Probably hundreds of women all over the country 
will die from the effects of their trip to the Centennial.” Taking a conspicuously gendered 
view of the health risks of the fair, the reporter argued that “a woman will work herself to 
the last of her strength for three weeks before to make new dresses and to leave her house 
in order, so as to go to Philadelphia.” Then, “Once there, she walks miles, from building 
to building and through the galleries, stands on her feet from morning to night, gets a 
hasty, ill-served dinner or lunch, or goes without, and stays her appetite with popcorn or 
candy, gets heated in suffocating crowds, and chilled in damp, fireless halls.” Like 
millions of other visitors, the lady at the fair, “lives in hurry, crowds and excitement, till 
the tension of nerve absolutely upsets the ability of the brain to hold impressions.” 
Reflecting the views of women so common at the time, the reporter said that the woman 
who went to the fair returned “home never so thankful to reach it in her life, is snappish, 
worn out and hysterical for a week, and while plunging into the full sewing or mince pie 
making, while yet unstrung with over excitement, and a pneumonia or typhoid has a good 
chance to carry her off.” Going to the fair could be deadly, the writer thought, arguing 
that the Centennial was just too much for frail humanity to take in: “These great 
exhibitions are like the triumphal staircases, of which after they are built the steps prove 
too high for human beings to ascend. The crowds who saunter through Centennial Halls 
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with dazed vacant air, show how the thing falls on common minds, with its wearisome 
variety.”441  
For those who actually did get sick or injured while at the fair, there was a 
hospital on the premises. One boy had to be taken to the Centennial Hospital after being 
“cut in the cheek by a chocolate knife in the chocolate department” while touring 
Machinery Hall. It was a “deep but not dangerous wound.”442 The New Century for 
Women noted how very few women had been treated for sunstroke, which “proves that 
either the dress of women is better suited to the climate than that of men…or perhaps that 
they have not only greater powers of endurance, but know better how to take care of 
themselves and how to live discreetly,” perhaps accusing the men of overindulging in 
some of the alcoholic libations available. However, not all women were immune to 
sunstroke, as one of the fair exhibitors, Mrs. H. B. Mountain, died from the effects of it, 
first taken to the hospital on the grounds and then later to a university hospital.443  
In addition to the hospital, visitor safety was also the concern of a dedicated fire 
department and a police department. The latter was named the “Centennial Guard,” and 
the men serving in this security force were to be taller than average—no one shorter than 
5’10” was hired. They were paid $2 a day. Another building allowed visitors to send 
telegraphs. There was also a Historical Department, under the direction of Frank M. 
Etting, with premises both on the fairgrounds and in the city. This agency sought to show 
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the history of the United States from the colonial period through the Revolution and the 
establishment of the Constitution. The history would “serve to awaken the memories of 
the men who participated in the civilization of America, and its progress towards the 
establishment of universal rights.” A special section in the Art gallery was devoted to 
Colonial America, and the historians promised that the “Mother Country will also assume 
her appropriate position.”444 
The Main Building 
 The fair made also made a mark in architectural history. The massive Main 
Building was the largest building in the world at the time, sprawling over 21 acres.445 Just 
inside the main entrance, a large mural consisting of four paintings greeted visitors. The 
separate parts represented America, Europe, Asia and Africa. In each, two figures, the 
“greatest men” from each locale were pictured: from the United States, Benjamin 
Franklin and George Washington; from Europe: William Shakespeare and Charlemagne; 
from Asia: Confucius and “Mahomet; from Africa,” as well as “Rameses and Sesotris.”446 
Perhaps intentionally, the designer continued to reach further and further back into 
history to find his great men. This allowed the art to embody the narrative of progress, 
with America as the height of civilization. The statement, “The crowning event of the 
nineteenth century was the abolition of slavery,” was inscribed in “the gallery of the 
Main Hall,” according to Jane Boswell Moore Bristor, a journalist for the Christian 
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Recorder. About this statement, she said that “No sentence over the different exhibits in 
various buildings” held “grander or fuller significance.” “Without this,” she continued, 
“our Exhibition would have been not merely a failure, but a national disgrace.” 447 The 
inscription on the Main Building underscored the reality that the Centennial was as much 
about the legacy of the Civil War as it was about the American Revolution. It also spoke 
volumes about the national mindset, as Northerners saw emancipation as part of their 
greatest victory. Many white Southerners saw the matter quite differently, of course: they 
would have seen the inscription as more evidence of Yankee triumphalism. The United 
States occupied about a third of the building, and exhibitors from around the country used 
the space as an opportunity to market their goods. The famous Boston organ-makers, 
Hook and Hastings, had a prominent place in the Massachusetts department. New 
England factories displayed their products, but the mills of the South and the West were 
“but poorly represented.” Pottery companies, watchmakers, ready-to-wear clothing 
manufactures, jewelers (including Tiffany and Co) all displayed their wares. 448  
 Not all exhibits were directly focused on selling goods. Others emphasized 
educational pursuits or promoted ideas. Many of the northern and Midwestern states 
exhibited educational displays, including photographs of their schools, models of the 
buildings, and occasionally furniture. There was also a display of “colored schools of the 
South.” To one guidebook author, “Their examination papers evince a success in the 
work of imparting education to the negro race which is gratifying in the highest degree, 
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and a presage of greater triumphs in the future.” It was a marked defense of black 
education, even at a time when Southern states were rolling back public education 
funding.449  
 And that was just the American section. Other nations, including colonies of the 
European powers, displayed a vast array of goods. In his Illustrated History published 
during the fair, McCabe argued that, “The visitor who makes even a hasty display” of 
Japan’s section, “must amend his ideas” of that country. “We have been accustomed to 
regard that country as uncivilized, or half-civilized at the best, but we find here abundant 
evidences that it outshines the most cultivated nations of Europe in arts which are their 
pride and glory, and which are regarded as among the proudest tokens of their high 
civilization.”450 In contrast, China’s display was of “the gaudiest character,” in McCabe’s 
view. Still, he was impressed by some Chinese products, including their ivory carvings, 
many of which a Pennsylvania museum purchased to add to their collection.451  
Machinery Hall 
 Located to the immediate west of the Main Building, Machinery Hall was 
“designed for the exhibition of machinery in motion.”452 The biggest draw in Machinery 																																																								
449 McCabe, Illustrated History, 348. 
 
450 Ibid., 417. 
 
451 Ibid., 418. For a brief scholarly view of Asian representation in food at the Centennial, see Samuel 
C. King, “Consuming the Orient at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 142, no. 3 (Oct. 2018): 390-392. For a more in-depth analysis of China’s contributions, see 
Jennifer Pitman, China’s Presence at the Centennial Exhibition, Philadelphia, 1876,” Studies in Decorative 
Arts 10, no. 1 (Fall-Winter 2002-2003): 35-73. For a political history on America’s perceptions of the 
Chinese during the Gilded Age, see Andrew Gyory, Closing the Gate: Race, Politics, and the Chinese 
Exclusion Act (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). 
 
452 McCabe, Illustrated History, 433. 
		273 		
Hall was the giant steam-powered Corliss Centennial Engine. One paper reported that “It 
was long before the spectators could turn away from the grand sight, and when they did it 
was to speak in admiration of that power in man which can invent the means of 
accomplishing the power of many giants with none of the bustle made by one child.” 
When the massive motor was started, “everyone appeared to understand the significance 
of the moment.” Invented in 1849 by George Corliss of Rhode Island, the Corliss engine 
was a stationary steam-driven motor with unique rotary valves and valve timing. The 
engine was much more efficient (as much as thirty percent more) than a typical steam 
engine and would remain the best motor available well into the twentieth century. Used 
to power factories and to drive dynamos that produced electricity, the Corliss engine had 
already made a significant impact on American industry. The Centennial Engine made by 
Corliss could power all of Machinery Hall and many of the other exhibits at the 
fairgrounds as well. Standing 45 feet tall, it was a spectacle to behold and became a 
cultural icon that symbolized both the Exhibition and the industrial might of the United 
States. Later, Corliss sold the Centennial engine to the Pullman Sleeping Car Company. It 
took 35 railroad cars to ship the engine to Chicago where it was used to power the factory 
until 1910.453  
 The United States took up an impressive three quarters of the nineteen-acre 
building. “Probably the machinery department shows more progress in invention and 
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industry than any other part of the Exhibition, as there are many new machines for saving 
or perfecting labor,” one reporter gushed.454 Other items on display were an “automatic 
shingle-maker,” lathes, fire engines, sewing machines, looms, and countless other types 
of inventions. One could buy custom-made shoes at one station, and freshly made candy 
at another. Sometimes women were in charge of the machines, as in the case of the 
female operating a corset-making machine.  
One exhibit displayed a working model of an “old Virginia tobacco factory," 
where black men were “at work twisting the rolls from the leaves, and these rolls are 
pressed into the plugs of commerce while the visitors look on.” As the men worked, they 
sang “the songs and hymns which are familiar to those who have visited the tobacco 
factories of the South.” The exhibit was created by an Albert Ordway of Virginia and 
demonstrated the racial realities of the South. The songs sung by black workers harkened 
back to the spirituals sung by slaves, while the harsh conditions of tenancy, 
sharecropping, and factory work remained all-too-familiar to African Americans across 
the former slave states. The exhibit served as both a reminder of the past as well as a 
representation of the present.455  
Visions of the future could also be seen. Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone was  
set up at opposite ends of the huge building and demonstrated the capability of the new 
communication device. Past, present, and future all came together and the visitor found a 
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bewildering array of exhibits, often thrown together in ways that made it difficult to fully 
comprehend their significance. This was made all the more difficult by the overwhelming 
size of the fair. Most visitors simply did not have enough time to see everything and the 
sheer number of displays meant that they often rushed through the buildings, unable to 
truly digest the deeper meanings in them.456 
 The frenetic visit to the fairground was truly international, as “The civilized 
nations of the world” all requested space in Machinery Hall. These nations included 
European nations like Spain, Russia, and Italy, as well as “New World” countries like 
Canada and Brazil.457 Perhaps the other most famous product on display in the building 
besides the Corliss engine could be found in the German section. There, the huge Krupp 
guns, which had been used to defeat France during the Franco-Prussian War, loomed 
over the exhibits. The Krupp Company had been among the first to use steel in the 
making of cannon, and the guns had proven so effective that they became popular around 
the world, with countries rushing to outfit their armies and navies with these deadly 
symbols of German engineering and industrial prowess.  
Power came in many forms at the fair, from engines that could run whole 
factories to cannon that could help win battles. But not all power was so nakedly 
portrayed, as several nations displayed looms and other machinery for manufacturing 
cloth. Another form of power was displayed in the new Remington typographic 
machine—the typewriter. Meanwhile, Thomas Edison was there with his electric pen and 
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automatic telegraph. There were also ice-making machines from France, locomotives 
from Sweden, and models of warships from Brazil. Russia, by contrast, did “not make 
much of a display in Machinery Hall,” a sign that the country remained far behind many 
other nations when it came to industrialization. No wonder future inventors and 
entrepreneurs like George Eastman and George Westinghouse were inspired when they 
visited the Centennial and walked through Machinery Hall. 458 
 Sometimes the buildings became crime scenes and seemed to confirm visitors’ 
fears about their own safety. Two men were charged with stealing spools of silk from 
Machinery Hall—likely before the exhibition opened—valued at $270. “Upon learning 
that it was a case of larceny from the Centennial grounds, his Honor directed the trial to 
go on immediately.” He did not allow \the defendants to call character witnesses.  The 
judge wanted all to know that “persons caught in the perpetration of larcenies or 
depredations of any kind at the Centennial buildings would be tried as speedily as the law 
would warrant, and, if found guilty, instantly and severely punished.” When the jury 
rendered the verdict of guilty but asked for mercy, the judge declared that he wanted to 
make “examples of persons that go to the Exhibition for illegitimate purposes,” even 
though he generally was more lenient than other judges. He “had “no doubt that thieves 
have assembled here in large numbers” and wanted it to be known that “when they are 
convicted before me they will be severely punished.”459 
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Agricultural Hall 
Fair planners constructed Agricultural Hall as one of the main buildings at the 
Exhibition at a cost of $250,000. It covered over 10 acres and, like the Main Building, 
was intended to be only a temporary structure. Organized by country, the building 
devoted about half of its space to exhibits from the United States. But foreign countries 
including China, Brazil, Japan, Germany, France, Liberia, and numerous others had their 
place. Exhibits included what one might expect: cotton, tobacco, corn, and other crops. 
During part of the fair, there was also a livestock display and many exhibits showcased 
new agricultural machinery. Other displays were obvious to farmers, but perhaps not 
everyone fully expected to see exhibits of soil. Traveling to Philadelphia to see dirt was 
hardly the stuff of wonder. Of course, the soil displays demonstrated the context of the 
times, as more resources were being poured into scientific farming. 
The organizers hoped that Agricultural Hall would appeal to a broad cross-section 
of people and many exhibits were designed for those who did not make their living on the 
land. Indeed, Harper’s Weekly warned that “Visitors who neglect this building, under the 
impression that it is nothing more than an agricultural show on a large scale, make a great 
mistake.”460 Fun and frivolity could be found among the many booths and exhibits. The 
fairgoer could sample wines, whiskies, beers, and other alcoholic beverages and 
encounter candy and cracker displays. If food and drink were not enough to attract 
sightseers to Agricultural Hall, there were exhibits dedicated to taxidermy where one 
could marvel at exotic animals that had been killed, stuffed, and put on display. For those 																																																								
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who worried about the plight of animals, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (SPCA) had a booth in the Main Building. There, one could see evidence of 
animal abuse presented as part of the crusade against popular activities like dog fighting 
and cock fighting as well as the maltreatment of horses. The SPCA distributed over 
20,000 pamphlets to visitors and displayed some stuffed animals of their own albeit for a 
different kind of educational purpose. Agricultural Hall thus featured attractions that went 
far beyond the traditional displays of produce and livestock. The rationale was that if 
something required agriculture to exist, it was agricultural. This caused some 
consternation, as a columnist reported on an argument between two men regarding a 
stuffed giraffe. One said “Joe, I don’t see what that thar critter has got to do with 
agriculture” and his friend replied “why any fool could see that that beast was an 
agricultural production, en don’t he eat grass and yarbs and cocoanuts, and ain’t them 
agricultural productions; and ain’t he stuffed with hay, and ain’t that an agricultural 
production.” The columnist reporting the interchange bemusedly noted that “Locke 
himself never arrived at as logical a sequence.”461 
 But while agriculture might appear to be a fairly innocuous topic, seemingly 
everything was contested at the Centennial Exhibition. Class, economics, and Civil War 
memory all became important aspects of the agricultural displays at the Centennial. 
Debates about the significance of agriculture, the importance of the farmer, and the 
superiority of the United States also came into play, as well as arguments about 
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regionalism. Far from being a simple subject, agriculture at the World’s Fair reflected the 
complicated period of the 1870s. And, just as many columnists at the time predicted, 
future historians largely neglected Agricultural Hall. Missing the huge building in 
historical writing may not have been intentional but doing so might have challenged 
some of their scholarly interpretations.462  
 In keeping with the sentiments underlying the Greenback and Grange movements, 
some observers in 1876 thought that the agricultural component of the Centennial was 
given short shrift. One story that was picked up in a Montana newspaper reported that the 
agricultural building was located far away from the main entrance and that the machinery 
and power needs for the building took last place in the planners’ minds. The cause, the 
writer said, was that the planners hailed from urban areas: “Composed as they are, largely 
of the denizens of large cities, the interests of the rural population have received at their 
hands a complete snubbing.”463 Another paper agreed, lamenting the absence of “practical 
farmers” serving on the Centennial Commission.464 It seemed that the urban elites had 
forgotten about the farmers and that the commissioners were focused on displaying the 
power of American machinery and celebrating art from around the world. Judges 
appointed to the livestock shows had no “technical knowledge of the breed” they were to 
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be judging.465 Worse still was the so-called “Dairy-Ring” scandal that editorialists 
compared to the whiskey ring scandal that had rocked the Grant administration. A cabal 
of dairymen conspired to “vote themselves into the offices of honor and emolument,” 
thereby resulting in the “confidence in the dairy exhibition” to be “undermined and the 
ten thousand dollar model dairy building stands there substantially empty”466 The New 
York Times saw the whole Agricultural venture as a failure. The dairy department “is a 
most disheartening and surprising failure” and they were worried that the livestock 
owners would decide it was not worth it to bring their animals to the fair.467 
 Despite the criticism and hint of scandal, other observers thought that the 
agricultural exhibits displayed the true genius of America. While most visitors flocked to 
see the impressive paintings and expensive jewels in other buildings, one columnist 
thought that the real treasures were located in Agricultural Hall. There, a class analysis 
sharpened one’s vision: “Your eyes are no longer tortured by visions of wealth away 
beyond your reach and unpleasantly reminding you of the multitudes of grades above 
you.” The writer thought that only the rich could hope to achieve the wonders found in 
the other buildings. But in Agricultural Hall, the wealth that is found there “may one day 
be yours,” highlighting the long-standing ideal of Thomas Jefferson’s independent 
yeoman. While there were no jewels, there were the “square products of hard and honest 
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toil, the fundamental elements of individual success and the primary source of a nation’s 
wealth and greatness.”468  
 Participating also helped to teach farmers new practices, fulfilling the Centennial 
planners’ goal of education. These workers of the soil could go to the Centennial to learn 
everything they needed to know about their trade.469 Farmers could also find the newest 
fertilizers and hybrid crops so that they could practice newer forms of more scientific 
farming. “Wherever the eye turns in this museum of modern farming,” one reporter 
noted, “we are impressed with the immense benefits science has bestowed upon the 
soil.”470 
 The building also served to promote various regions and states. California 
promoted her wines by giving out free samples, even though temperance supporters 
pushed for the Centennial to be an alcohol- free event. In Agricultural Hall, wine flowed 
freely, as one reporter commented: “How can I think of water when I am surrounded by 
oceans of wine.” Much as is the case in wineries today, producers offered visitors tastings 
of wine, which were apparently poured out in liberal doses.471  
Midwestern displays also were prominently featured. A Chicago Times columnist 
praised the thresher that was produced by J. I. Case and Co., saying that it “shone forth 
refulgent in its surpassing beauty and fitly represented the progress of the great west from 
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whence it came.”472 The writer encouraged the people of Illinois who were traveling to 
the Centennial to visit Agricultural Hall “early and often,” for “Here the west shows her 
true supremacy as the granary of the world.” 473 However, another visitor complained 
about the machinery—“them new-fangled machines, sir, is destroying the race of 
farmers, sir. There ain’t none of ‘em left to speak on now.” Modernization had its critics 
as well as its boosters.474 
 Economic boosterism mattered at an international exhibition. Being there 
promoted a country’s products to the rest of the world. But the opposite was also true. 
Not participating was detrimental. The American cotton exhibits so impressed Japanese 
commissioners that they decided to export the material back to Japan. They “declared that 
their countrymen must have these American goods, which are not only better but cheaper 
than the European trash which is now palmed off on them”475 Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 
remarked that, “It is, of course, important that the world should see the best we can 
show” regarding livestock. In contrast, Minnesota only had a small display at the fair, 
and, as such, “Minnesota stands before the world to-day charged with repudiation, her 
credit injured in Europe and in the east.” Not participating fully in the Centennial 
apparently brought shame to the whole state and stirred fears that not being involved 
would be detrimental to the state economy.476 
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Horticultural Hall 
 Horticultural Hall was the smallest of the main buildings and was intended to be a 
permanent building. One newspaper described it as a “small Moorish palace externally.” 
The paper said that “its towering plantains and bananas, broad-leafed fan palms and 
spine-like sago palms…and thick glossy leaved India rubber trees make one long for the 
tropics.”477 One visitor from Louisiana thought that the building “simply represented the 
swamps from Louisiana, that is a great many of the plants exhibited are indigenous to our 
land.” He “did not spend much time in the building.”478 The tourists from Hawaii also 
reflected that the building reminded them of home: “The tropical plants, trees, and ferns 
bore a faint resemblance to home. The palms, bananas, ferns, rose apple, and India-
rubber, as well as sugar cane and the bright scarlet Hibiscus were family friends.” But 
other plants, like the Crepe Myrtle, “were faint and sickly looking, evidently not at home 
in that northern climate.”479 Others did not think that the building contained enough plants 
that were “rare exotics,” but the “architectural beauty” made up for the deficit.480 A 
Kansas paper recommended that the building “may be entirely avoided.”481 A Vermont 
writer also called the displays “somewhat disappointing, although there are beautiful 
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large ferns, palmettos, and other tropical plants,” but noted “There are many trunks of the 
tree ferns from Australia, which have lost all their foliage, and only black columns 
remain.” However, since the building was to remain after the fair closed, the writer 
speculated that in other seasons the plants would be in better condition.482 Planners 
requested the donations of plants, as it was the “object of the bureau to present the largest 
possible display.” Donors would have their names attached and would also be recognized 
in catalogs.483 Besides tropical plants, rubber trees, and rare ferns, the building also 
housed what amounted to a very large music box that used electro-magnetic current to 
power it. There were also lawn mowers and various gardening implements.484 While 
McCabe was apparently unimpressed with Horticultural Hall—he gave it short shrift in 
his lengthy book—others were in awe of the objects on display. A boy named William 
Peyton wrote to his grandmother back home in Tennessee of his amazement at the plants 
in the building: “It was full of beautiful flowers,” he told her. He even rode with his aunt 
in the elevator to the top of the building and reported that, “it afforded a fine view.”485 For 
those uninterested in plants, occasionally, there would be concerts held in the building. In 
general, it seemed that the building was dedicated to exotic foreign plants that were 
mostly beautiful, but not very useful (although the rubber tree and those that could be 
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eater were exceptions). Meanwhile, most American plants were displayed in Agricultural 
Hall, where they were seen as productive and materially valuable.486 
Memorial Hall 
 Finally, there was Memorial Hall, which contained the art exhibits of the 
Centennial. Like Horticultural Hall, this was also designed to be a permanent building. A 
$1,500,000 building, it was flanked on each side by giant bronze horses. These horses 
had originally been designed to adorn the Vienna Opera House, but were rejected. An 
American discovered this and purchased them for the centennial instead. “What a sad 
commentary on American taste, and what a laugh will be created among our Centennial 
foreign visitors,” one paper wrote. 487 The demand for space was so great that planners 
had to build a secondary annex for the surplus of displays. The flood of art exhibits meant 
that photographs had to be displayed in yet another building.488 
 There were statues, paintings, sculptures, and busts throughout the building, with 
Western European artists and American artists being the principle exhibitors. One visitor 
was in awe of the artwork displayed: “One gazes hour after hour there upon a single 
picture, because he feels that the chance can never again be given, as these great works 
are only lent in order to grace the exposition.” This Louisiana man was particularly 
impressed with the Italian statuary.489 
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The work of some of the most famous painters of the American Revolution, John 
Trumbull, J.S. Copley, and Gilbert Stuart, could be found in the building. 490 McCabe 
asserted that the English department was “the best and the most judiciously arranged 
collection in the Exhibition.”491In contrast, “few of the leading artists of France are 
represented, and the collection contains none of her great names in art.”492 
Native Americans and the Fair 
 Despite the intense racism and hatred toward them, the artistic endeavors of the 
American Indians could be found at the Centennial. Spencer F. Baird of the Smithsonian 
Institute wanted a thorough ethnographic exhibit on Native Americans. In 1875, the 
Smithsonian planned an exhibit that would “represent the leading features of the Indian 
races. Their habitations, manners, and customs will be represented by delegations from 
the different tribes.”493 In 1876, newspapers reported that Baird had “made arrangements 
with Indian Agents to have thirty Indian families come to the Centennial.” There was a 
reservation of 5 acres for them “adjoining the Centennial grounds.” There were about 200 
people and they “represent about 30 tribes.” The Smithsonian was seeking congressional 
funding for the delegation.494 Upon hearing this report, a Minnesota paper insisted that 																																																								
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Congress should refuse an appropriation, as they “fail[ed] to see how any progress of 
American art or industries is to be shown through the exhibition of a pack of Indians. If 
these were the last two hundred left in the country there might be some reason for their 
being shown at the Centennial, as an evidence of ‘progress.’”495 The governor of the New 
Mexico territory, W.F.M. Arny, planned to have an exhibit of “the curiosities of all the 
Aztec races of Indians in New Mexico.” He was also planning to arrive with a 
“delegation of Indian chiefs, who will have space in the Exhibition grounds for the 
erection of wigwams,” a display of blankets, and other articles.” “The presence of a band 
of uncivilized aborigines of America at the Centennial will form an interesting feature,” 
said one paper.496 There was some congressional debate about delegations of Indians 
going to the Centennial even after the fair began.497 
 The fair took place in the context of on-going Indian Wars in the West, and the 
Battle of the Little Bighorn that resulted in the death of George Armstrong Custer and 
more than two hundred men of the 7th Cavalry marked the headlines that summer. Having 
an Indian camp set up on the fairgrounds was thus controversial to say the least, despite 
the fact that different Native American tribes had different relations with the United 
States government. Such complexity did not matter at a time when many white 
Americans held extremely racist views toward the Indians and some even advocated their 
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extermination. Although the lack of money was probably the reason that Baird’s plan for 
a camp was not implemented, race, culture, and the context of the moment also mattered. 
To be sure, if the encampment had been achieved, forcing a whole band of Indians to stay 
at the fair would have been a display of American power and imperialism.498 
Still, according to one guidebook and one history of the Centennial, an 
encampment did occur—just not in Fairmount Park. It was located at George’s Hill, 
which was just outside the Centennial grounds. The book described the scene as “over 
300 aborigines representing 53 tribes, under the direct supervision of the famous Texan 
guide and scout, George Anderson.” There were both men and women there, of varying 
ages, “and in order that the original inhabitants of America may appear at their best, only 
the very best families have been selected for the Exhibition,” going on to say that “Many 
of the visitors from the frontier are the chiefs of tribes and their families, while almost all 
the others are persons distinguished for deeds of daring, perfection of form and feature, or 
the possession of other rare gifts or attainments. The red-skinned guests are in other 
words, the creme de la creme of Indian society.” The guidebook went on to note that 
Native Americans had brought “a number of lodges, utensils, weapons of warfare, 
implements of agriculture and manufacture” with them, along with ponies and dogs. 
There at the encampment, they “will carry on their various occupations, including the 
weaving of blankets and belts” and other activities. McCabe also mentioned the 
encampment, saying that its object was to “show, in as perfect a degree as is now 
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possible, the original inhabitants of this country and their mode of life.” It is not clear 
how long such an encampment lasted, or if it actually existed at all. Once the fair began, 
the newspapers had nothing to say on the subject, and visitor accounts were also silent 
about it—a curious omission given the context of the time.  It is possible that the 
guidebook published what was planned and that later historians used it as a source.499 
 While the encampment was controversial, and possibly non-existent, the Indian 
exhibits of the Smithsonian in the US Government building were discussed with some 
frequency. A “conspicuous figure of Red Cloud” stood near “two cases containing 
various styles of clothing worn by Western Indians and the Esquimaux.”500 The New 
Century for Women also commented on the figure, describing his clothes and saying that 
the figure “guard[ed] the case,” while he held “a tomahawk in his hand.”  The author 
contrasted the outfits with “warlike implements” and also mentioned a collection of 
scalps, one “evidently a child’s. The hair is very fine, and of a pale gold color. It 
doubtless belonged to some mother’s darling, and is indescribably pathetic.”501 Another 
paper seemed to think the weapons were lacking and the “the means with which the 
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Indians provided themselves for the toils of the chase are limited, so far as regards the 
representation in the Government collection, to the simple bow and arrow, no spear being 
included in this department of the Indian exhibit.” However, the author noted, the bow 
and arrow “are of course used as well for ‘offensive or defensive war,’ as for the more 
peaceful pursuits of the native animals which roam the prairies.”502  
In John T. Dale’s novel about the Centennial, What Ben Beverly Saw at the Great 
Exposition, the main character viewed the Indian exhibits, noting that “There are also 
wax figures of the celebrated Indian braves, with names indicating their bloodthirsty 
dispositions, and terrible fighting qualities.” Beverly contrasted these figures to the 
“pretty little stories of the noble red man, bounding over his native wilds in all the 
untrammeled freedom of his irrepressible nature, his mind simple and confiding, his life 
full of romantic exploits” and indicated that the novels would be quite different if the 
writers saw “one of these red gentlemen, with his small, cruel, black eyes, his course, 
unkempt locks, and the charms of his wide cheek bones, and large animal mouth.” 503 
William Dean Howells in the Atlantic Monthly shared many of these racist views: “The 
red man, as he appears in effigy and in photography in this collection, is a hideous 
demon, whose malign traits can hardly inspire any emotion softer than abhorrence.” He 
then defended the Indian agents, saying that “in blaming our Indian agents for 
malfeasance in office, perhaps we do not sufficiently account for the demoralizing 																																																								
502 News Journal (DE), Aug. 29, 1876. For how Native Americans were discussed in the news, see 
John M. Coward, The Newspaper Indian: Native American Identity in the Press, 1820-1890 (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1999).  
 
503 John T. Dale, What Ben Beverly Saw at the Great Exposition (Chicago: Moses Warren & Co., 
1877), 115-16. 
		291 		
influence of merely beholding those false and pitiless savage faces.” He compared the 
plains Indians to the Pueblo, suggesting that “If the extermination of the red savages of 
the plains should take place soon enough to save this peaceful and industrious people 
[Pueblos] whom they have harassed for hundreds of years, one could hardly regret the 
loss of any number of Apaches or Comanches.” Howells intelligently recognized 
differences between Native American tribes, but his racism and cultural bias still led him 
to advocate the genocide of one group to save another.504 
 Another correspondent for Atlantic Monthly took a different approach in the 
aftermath of the news from the West: “With the tragic fate of General Custer and his 
brave troops so fresh in mind, not many of us are inclined to sentimentalize over the 
Indian just now; yet there is a matter for melancholy and remorse too in the position of 
things. The contrast between this enormous exhibition of what we have achieved since 
our forefathers came from the other hemisphere, our rapid prosperity, and our 
incalculable future, with the fate of the true children and masters of the soil, cries shame 
upon us.” He argued that “It is false to say that the wrong is not of our day and doing, that 
it is too late to mend and useless to bemoan it; the wrong is repeated every day.” While 
racism against Native Americans reigned at the Exhibition, some placed the blame on 
white Americans. And, despite the context, the large Native American exhibit proved 
quite popular and visitors flocked to see the displays of Indian art and artifacts.505  																																																								
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Sideshows and Shanty Towns 
There was also something to see outside the fair grounds. Sideshows sprang up in the 
surrounding streets, creating a carnival-like atmosphere with other, non-official forms of 
entertainment. These included shows like the “fat woman, the snake charmer, the sword 
swallower, the fire-eater.” Alcohol flowed in abundance, and the “much-boasted 
American Sunday is not well-exemplified here…as far as morality is concerned, they 
might as well open the grounds.” The fair being closed on Sunday had the ironic effect of 
contributing to immorality, according to that article. However, the cynical columnist also 
believed that the “great unwashed” would be too much for the Centennial to handle and 
“double the number of police would not suffice to keep the great unwashed in a state of 
order.”506 The demand for lodging meant that a shanty town sprang up on the outskirts of 
Fairmount Park. These hastily-built structures popped up “like mushrooms,” with more 																																																								
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appearing every day. While all buildings were supposed to have permits, most of these 
did not, and the Building Inspectors failed to enforce their own codes. Inspectors also 
claimed that it was not their responsibility to “detect the violations of law,” leaving that 
up to the police. Once the police verified that a law had been broken, they should have 
informed the office of the building inspector. Originally, the Philadelphia City Council 
allowed frame buildings to be erected in the vicinity of the Exhibition, but this meant that 
structures could be slapped together in a hurry. Many of the buildings on Elm Street, 
immediately across from the fairgrounds were found to be in “violation of the law.” 
Notices to cease-and-desist went unanswered, as corruption again reared its head. Some 
of the builders and property owners said “certain councilmen” had given them guarantees 
that the Council would pass bills granting them the right to build. The Mayor, though, 
vetoed the measure. Once a building was erected, the “delays of law” would ensure the 
structure would remain until the fair was over, in which case, the “owners will willingly 
remove them.”507 
 Besides being an eyesore to some, such buildings were also a danger to the rest of 
the park. On September 9th, for example, a fire broke out in an “oyster saloon” in the 
shantytown across the street from the fair. The flames quickly spread to other buildings, 
including hotels, beer gardens, restaurants, and variety shows. At least one boarding 
house was burned to the ground, but, because of the quick response of the fire department 
and citizens, the other hotels escaped much damage, with only the roofs catching fire and 
being “immediately extinguished.” Had the wind been blowing in a different direction, 																																																								
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the effects would have been far worse. A Grand Jury was convened, ultimately deciding 
that the shantytown needed to be destroyed. The existence of the town was both 
hazardous physically and morally, as “the structures are largely occupied by depraved 
characters, and the exhibitions maintained in the buildings are derogatory to the morals of 
the community, more especially to those visiting here from other states.” 508  
 With sentiment turning against the shoddy buildings, a group of vigilantes raided 
the shantytown in late September, “armed with picks, axes and other implements of 
warfare.” Some 200 men raided the area, with half “acting as a defense against an 
imaginary mob which it was supposed would interfere with the work.” The only criticism 
made by the city newspaper reporting on the story was that the onslaught came too late. 
One proprietor, H.C. Cobb, hoped that nepotism would save his establishment; he was a 
ward politician. When he saw the Republican mayor, William S. Stokely, Cobb “shook 
hands with the enemy” and claimed that his building was “exempt.” His connection to the 
mayor did not save his building, however, and the Building Inspectors called for the 
structure to be destroyed. One owner was granted a stay of execution, but if “his place 
was run as an immoral show or kept open on Sunday” the Mayor would prosecute.509 The 
papers applauded the decision to tear down the shanties, arguing that their destruction 
“carries away one large element of danger,” as the frame structures were highly 
flammable.510 
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International Visitors 
 Inside the buildings, James McCabe reported that visitors from all countries 
flocked to the exhibits: “The stalwart Indian stalks through the hall…The small but alert 
Japanese, with his loose dress caught up as if it were an obstacle rather than a 
convenience, the ‘Heathen Chinee,’ with his almond-eyes and long pig-tails, his comical 
dress…the turbaned Turk in his gay costume, the Egyptian. With his red tarbush, and the 
brilliantly uniformed attaches of the European Commissions” all could be seen touring 
the building. The references to the exoticism of foreigners and the criticism of cultural 
differences were as much a part of the international exhibition as the exhibits themselves. 
Li Gui, a Chinese customs official who attended the Centennial in an official capacity, 
wrote a book about his travels. He mentioned being singled out of the crowd. While “the 
handful of Chinese” who were at the Centennial were dressed in “work clothes,” those 
who were “dressed more elegantly had the crowds continually closing in … to catch a 
glimpse of yet another novel sight.” However, he noted that he “met with no one who did 
not exchange a kind word or, effusive in his admiration, offer me additional good wishes” 
but “nonetheless, everyone pressing in on me at every turn was like being surrounded 
with no means of escape.”511 
 International visitors had their own, often unfavorable, opinions about Americans. 
One newspaper correspondent interviewed various foreign visitors, asking what they 
thought of Americans. Criticisms ranged from class and cultural issues to problems 
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related to gender and race. “The Turkish gentleman says he thinks we are dreadfully 
inquisitive, and that he has occasionally had to say he himself was not on exhibition,” 
pointing to the discrimination that foreigners sometimes faced. Another international 
visitor hinted at American provincialism: “The Austrian gentleman laments that the 
average American don’t [sic] know the difference between an Austrian and Australian, 
and takes him for the latter. Life in America is twice as costly and not quite as good as in 
Vienna.” As for the Chinese visitor, the journalist rendered his statement in dialect: “The 
Chinaman thinks the Chinese ‘make muchee money in Melica and Melican man make 
d—n little money in Chi[n]ee.’”512 
 According to some American accounts, foreign visitors made numerous 
complaints about the exhibition, including the concessions: “The Frenchman thinks we 
eat very bad food, and need a school of eating. More good wine and less bad whisky 
would help us, in his opinion. Our clothing is cheap enough, but our drink is dear…. The 
Belgians think our stomachs must be out of order, or we could not want to eat what we 
do.” Some found issue with American women. “The Italian interviewed thinks we lack 
sentiment and principle. Our women puzzle him. He asks, ‘is it innocence, virtue, 
ingeniousness, or what?’” “The Dutch do not like our women, but think our men are first 
rate—very much like Dutchmen. ”Still others found things to complain about. “The 
Swiss think business is impossible in a country with custom-houses like ours.” The 
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Italians, too, found the custom house agents to be like “brutes.” “The Danish gentleman 
thinks that if he were back in Denmark he should like America first rate; while he’s here 
he considers it very costly.” Finally, “The Mexicans want to improve our street-car 
system, and think we manage abominably in the matter of local travel.” Not all 
international visitors had negative impressions though: “The Spaniards and Portuguese 
think things here are cheap and good,” but the Germans were the ones most pleased. “The 
World says the Germans are the people who really like us. They regard this county as the 
paradise of the workingmen, and thoroughly like the way we do things here. “513 
 Li Gui, the Chinese diplomatic visitor, wrote about his trip to the Centennial. On 
May 13, 1876, he set off on his journey. On his trans-Pacific trip, he had a chance to 
interview some Chinese emigrants. By late June, he had arrived in Philadelphia, where he 
first regarded the exhibition as “pointless.” But he later came to see that it had a “purpose 
in fostering friendly relations” among the nations of the world, a matter of great 
importance.514 “Even a single family cannot satisfy its needs through local resources 
alone; what then of a nation? Therefore a selection of the world’s unique skills and 
abilities at the exhibition” lets a country choose the best way of doing something. “The 
value placed on improving relations among the thirty-seven countries, the quality and 
extent of their human talent, and the attractiveness and relative abundance or scarcity of 
their goods are there for all to see.” 
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Li noted that the Chinese exhibition space was “smaller than that of Japan and 
somewhat insignificant of purpose.” But lest his reader think poorly of the Centennial 
commission, he subsequently noted that this “was not due to our having been assigned 
inadequate exhibition space.” Instead, the country originally asked for less space than it 
currently occupied. It was only later that the Chinese planners realized that they needed 
additional room for display. 515 
Ultimately, he viewed the exhibition favorably and wanted to apply what he 
learned there back home. He noted ways in which Chinese merchants could improve their 
sales techniques and he saw the exhibition as a place to learn from and to educate his own 
countrymen. He constantly compared other exhibits to the Chinese ones, sometimes 
admitting that other countries had better techniques, as when he noted some pottery in the 
English department: “In depicting people, the artwork was exceptionally fine, and we 
Chinese cannot match it.”516 When he spent time in Agricultural Hall, he noticed the 
proliferation of machines designed to do farm work. Although he, and other spectators 
around him, did not know what many of those machines did, he wanted to purchase some 
for use in China. “With agricultural machinery we could indeed create a country without 
wasteland and a people without vagrants,” he believed. 517 However, he did not find 
everything offered at the exhibition to be useful. He was puzzled by one garment, in 
particular—the corset. A staff member told him that “they were articles for controlling 
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and shaping a woman’s body” and were used “to lift and emphasize breasts while 
narrowing the waist.” He asked Li if the Chinese used them, to which he replied that “the 
notion of emphasizing the breasts…is actually opposed to Chinese custom. In any case, a 
small bosom cannot really be enhanced.” The other man told him “that’s not a 
problem…there is another set of articles, like two cups, which can be fastened directly to 
the breasts.” Li wrote that it was “as dangerous an idea as the Chinese custom of foot 
binding and, worse still, the parts of the body affected are more important.”518 
 In contrast to Li’s generally positive impressions of the Centennial, a French 
commentator, Louis Simonin, held vastly different views. His account was published in 
Philadelphia in 1877. The translator hastened to explain that he did not endorse the 
content of the work and stated that “he does not hold himself responsible for any of the 
views or opinions in this book;” Such a caveat reflected Simonin’s perspective: 
“Americans, accustomed to go ahead in a break-neck manner…will persist in thinking 
that everything has been done in the best manner, in the best of exhibitions possible,” but 
really, the organization was chaotic and disorderly. “This disorder is general; it hinders 
study, vexes the visitor, and provokes complaint from all.”519 The system of awarding 
medals was also met with criticism. “It is pushing rather too far the love of uniformity, 
and the equality of democracy” to have no distinction in awards. There was “no rank, no 
difference, but one uniform bronze honorary medal for all.”520 It might as well have been 																																																								
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what later Americans would call a participation trophy. While most states participated, he 
noticed one glaring absence. “states like Louisiana, the Carolinas, and in a word, most of 
the Southern States—so badly treated by their Northern brethren—have made little or no 
effort at representation in the Exposition.” He went off on tangents at other points, as 
well, criticizing the “conquerors” who treated the South “so barbarously” during and after 
the war. To no one’s surprise, the conservative Frenchman expressed sympathy with the 
rebels of the South.521 
 International prejudice also came into play in Simonin’s account. He found 
creative ways to throw in criticisms of English singing and bread-making, but his true 
vitriol was directed towards Germany.  The anti-German bias became apparent as he 
described the German section. Germany’s products were “remarkable by their cheapness” 
and also “distinguished by their bad quality and bad taste.” And in the art section, the 
country made the faux paus of depicting the “heart-rending paintings, which are the 
objects of general criticism, the success which she obtained in 1870 on the field of 
battle”—the Franco-Prussian war, where Germany defeated France and took the territory 
of Alsace-Lorraine. “The conqueror, when he wishes thus to humiliate the vanquished, 
who will not be humiliated because he has not deserved it, diminishes his victory 
thereby.”522 He continued his slights on Germany, claiming that “poor and infirm nations” 
had better exhibits, “even the little Republics of Orange and Liberia have certainly made 
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better efforts to distinguish themselves than the German Empire.” The French exhibits, in 
contrast, were unparalleled. Everything was perfect. “All our exhibits, and especially all 
our showcases, are distinguished by a moderation and good taste which contrasts 
favorably with the ‘loud’ tone of some foreign show-cases, and most of those in the 
United States.”523 
 The French visitor was convinced the exhibition would be a financial disaster. 
And one of the reasons was that the fair was closed on Sundays. This “cause of loss has 
arisen from the bigotry and narrow Puritan ideas of Pennsylvania, especially in the 
Quaker city, which spirit has invaded the economical direction of this affair.”524 
 However, the experience was not all bad. Simonin praised the technological 
prowess of Americans. He also commended the public school displays, noting how “all 
these schools are well endowed.” Thus, he thought “the schools are prosperous…and no 
one regards the position of teacher or professor as a mark of inferiority.”525 Overall, he 
considered the enterprise was “not a failure” although he never came out and called it a 
success.  
 In fact, Simonin thought that the exhibition told Europe something, or perhaps 
warned them. “Thanks to the fertility of her soil, America is now able to supply Europe 
with wheat, corn, and preserved meats.. as she now supplies her with cotton; she clothes 
her, and she can nourish her.” Furthermore, thanks to the country’s rich mineral 
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resources, “she can now dispense with Europe in the smelting of iron, steel, copper” and 
other metals. The main lesson was that “America will learn to dispense more and more 
with Europe, and Europe cannot dispense with her.” The US does not need Europe 
anymore, but Europe depends upon America: “it is like another England rising on the 
shores beyond the ocean, and menacing old England in all her markets” even those in 
Asia. Even France was not immune: “Under flavor of their vineyards, even our wines and 
brandies are not safe from their attempts at imitation. Connoisseurs, and they are rare, 
will be the only persons who may not be entrapped by such reproduction.” The 
Frenchman concluded, “The American, we say, is more to be feared than the 
Englishman.”526 
 Perhaps the praise that meant the most came from a member of the German 
commission. He was impressed at the gathering on the opening day but dismayed that 
poorer classes had been excluded from the proceedings. “I have never in my life seen so 
many of the better classes assembled at one time. We have very mistaken notions of you 
Americans.” But, he asked American leaders, “why have you today excluded all the poor 
people? In this crowd I see nothing but the rich and very well dressed.” When his 
companion assured him that the crowd was made up of tradesmen, working men and 
women, farmers, and all other types of workers, the German was in shock. “Those well-
dressed women are not all rich ladies; and among those men all with cloth coats there are 
many farmers, stone-masons, and cobblers?” he asked. “Where are your common people, 
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your peasants?” he wanted to know. His friend told him that “we are all common 
people...and we have no peasants.” Amazed, the German replied, “What a country,” he 
replied, “A hundred thousand people in a crowd and not one peasant.” Of course, the 
poor and working-class citizens of the United States were not peasants, but they might 
have disagreed with the sentiment that they enjoyed the same social and economic 
benefits as the rich and middle class.527 
Other writers, like Frank Chase, the young man from Massachusetts, 
memorialized their adventures in their private diaries. Chase’s brother, Ned, had already 
been to the fair in July and was so impressed that he wanted his brother to share the 
experience. So Ned gave Frank $20 as an early Christmas present so that he could travel 
to the Centennial. Three days later, on October 21, Frank was off, accompanied by a 
friend. The railroad fare from Boston to Philadelphia was $8, which also included a 
stopover in New York. They visited the sites of Philadelphia, including Independence 
Hall, on the Monday that they arrived. Then, they took a horse-drawn streetcar to 
Fairmount Park later that same day. When they got to the fairgrounds, they first took a 
ride on the narrow-gauge railroad that ran through the park, perhaps to get a better 
understanding of the layout. They had no intention of doing the fair in one day, as some 
tried to do, but saw a few buildings, like Machinery Hall, and the large statue of the 
Union Soldier in front of Memorial Hall, and went back to their boarding house.528 
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 The next morning, they returned and went through the Main Building, looking at 
the American Exhibit first. Chase included a long paragraph listing everything he saw, 
from the Gatling Gun to the “roll of paper ½ mile long” and everything in between—
mineral deposits, silk exhibits, the first Bible printed in America. The young man’s lists 
of what he saw went into great detail, although they were only descriptive, written 
without expressions of his own reactions to the exhibits. He was an active tourist who 
clearly wanted to be there and wanted to remember what he saw, not a disgruntled child 
being dragged around museums by parents trying to instill some culture into their 
children. He did not just remember what he saw in the American department—he also 
listed exhibits from Mexico, the Netherlands, France, England, the Bahamas, and the 
Cape of Good Hope, among many others. Perhaps his memory was not perfect or he was 
just overwhelmed by the sheer amount of what he saw that day, as he mentioned that 
Norway displayed a statue of Garibaldi in one entry scribbled after long hours at the fair. 
He and his companion experienced other cultures, including a visit to the “moorish villa” 
and the “Turkish caravan.” The two returned to some of the buildings several times in the 
course of their six days at the Centennial—particularly Machinery Hall and the Main 
Building.529 
 One Tennessee boy who visited the fair with members of his extended family 
wrote to his maternal grandmother back home. William Peyton, the grandson of Col. 
Balie Peyton, who had supported Tennessee’s involvement in the Centennial, went to 
Philadelphia with his grandfather, cousin, and aunt. Using Centennial letterhead, he 																																																								
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spoke of his visit to Horticultural Hall and how he and an aunt rode up an elevator so that 
they could see all the plants from above. In a separate letter, Balie Peyton wrote to 
William’s grandmother, expressing how he wanted to tell her everything about the 
“monster show.”530  
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Durham, Balie Peyton of Tennessee, 248-49. 
		306 		
Conclusion 
 The fair closed on November 10, 1876—six months after it had first opened. 
Joseph Hawley, reflecting on the exhibition, celebrated its financial success and its 
promotion of the country to the rest of the world. He believed that “Uncle Sam appears to 
be one of the most popular members of the brotherhood of nations.” Foreign visitors 
would return to their home countries extolling the virtues of the United States—
especially the “character of our people and their moral elevation.” The president of the 
Centennial Commission was disappointed that the key goal for the Centennial had proved 
to be futile, as it had failed to reunite the country and completely heal the sectional 
wounds of the Civil War: “In one respect only the Exhibition did not quite come up to 
our anticipations.” The South had not embraced the national celebration. States such as 
Virginia, Louisiana, and Texas did not have exhibits at all. But those Southern states that 
did participate had enjoyed success, as Mississippi, Tennessee, and Kentucky “expended 
money in assisting the Fair, and found their advantage in it.” Hawley perhaps was too 
ambitious when he remarked that “the masses of the American people desired to make 
long strides in the Centennial year towards perfect reconciliation” while “Divine 
Providence gave us a splendid opportunity to shake hands.” But he recognized the failure 
and lamented that while “there has been a great deal done, I wish there had been more.”531 
 Hawley praised the men who had been responsible for making the exhibition a 
success, suggesting that there had not been a “single occurrence above microscopic size 
																																																								531	Joseph	D.	Hawley,	speech	reprinted	in	James	D.	McCabe,	The	Illustrated	History	of	the	Centennial	
Exhibition,	Held	in	Commemoration	of	the	One	Hundredth	Anniversary	of	American	Independence	(Philadelphia:	National	Publishing	Company,	1876),	857-859.	
		307 		
that could make a scandal if exposed to public view.” Compared to the massive political 
scandals that had filled the newspapers in the preceding years, he was probably right. But 
that did not mean the Centennial had been without controversy. Indeed, from its very 
beginning, the 1876 Exhibition had been mired in political controversy especially given 
the extent to which national unification would be undermined by white Southern 
opposition to Reconstruction. White southerners made their dissatisfaction clear at 
frequent intervals. The rhetoric about why Southerners thought they should participate 
differed, too. Those who wanted to participate did so to advance their own state interests, 
not to promote the country as a whole. It was a subtle rhetorical gesture, but in an age 
when many in the South opposed the nation and the federal government, it spoke 
volumes. 
 Hawley did not reflect on gender or race, but those issues too had been deeply 
controversial at the fair. African Americans sought to lay claim to their place in the 
nation through their involvement with the Centennial. Some individuals also used the fair 
to promote their own economic interests by marketing their goods or their artistic 
achievements. Thus, even if some did not welcome black involvement, African 
Americans made the fair their own. Women contested their place at the Centennial—
some participated because it elevated the place of women in society. Others refused to 
participate because women did not hold an equal place with men in the country. 
Endorsement of the Centennial meant accepting that women held a lesser role in the 
public sphere. But women’s participation, or lack thereof, revealed a changing landscape 
		308 		
and many used the Centennial to make their case for their place in the transforming 
nation.  
After the fair, however, the contested nature of the Exhibition faded in the 
national memory. Participants, of course, continued to remember the Centennial in the 
ensuing decades. In the late 1880s, a wealthy Philadelphia member of the Board of 
Finance sought to preserve the memory of the fair by paying for the creation of a 1:192 
scale model of the Exhibition grounds. Still on display in Philadelphia today, the model, 
which was presented to the city in 1890, captured in miniature the grand scope and sheer 
size of the sprawling fairground. Clearly, the model was a celebration of the nation’s 
progress and achievements. Awe-inspiring even now, the model presented a unified view 
of the fair, with an emphasis on its spectacle-like quality, as well as orderly and 
purposeful quality. In 1929, writer Edgar Trout, who had served as the secretary to the 
Centennial Board of Finance, published an account of the fair in recognition of the 
fiftieth anniversary of the celebration. Unsurprisingly, Trout focused on the 
accomplishments of the Centennial, rather than the struggles and political and cultural 
conflicts it contained.532 
Today, little remains to be seen of the Centennial. Memorial Hall, the smallest of 
the five large exhibition buildings, is now a children’s museum. The 1890 model is 
housed in its basement and the building itself dwarfs the visitor, providing a sense of how 																																																									532	The model is on display in the basement of the Please Touch Museum which is housed in Memorial 
Hall, one of the last remaining Centennial buildings. For mention of the model, see Kimberly Orcutt, 
Power & Posterity: American Art at Philadelphia’s 1876 Centennial Exhibition (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2017), 21-22. Edgar S. Trout, The Story of the Centennial of 1876 
Golden Anniversary (N.P, 1929).	
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spectacular the fairgrounds must have been for visitors in 1876. The Ohio building stands 
not far away, until recently serving as a restaurant. A few statues, a fountain, the pond: 
only a few remnants dotting Fairmount Park allow twenty-first-century observers to 
imagine the Centennial. But Americans almost 150 years removed from the event can 
own a piece of it, as ephemera from 1876 is widely available. A quick search of the eBay 
auction site on the internet yields more than 300 items listed for sale, ranging from small 
tin lard pails to folding fans to miniature Liberty Bells to commemorative glassware to 
guidebooks to stereoview photographs. Many of the collectibles were pieces of 
advertising given away at the fair. Taken home by visitors, they have been passed down 
to future generations. For many hundreds of dollars or less than ten, a collector can 
purchase a piece of the past to display in their home and remember the Centennial in 
whatever way they choose. But its contested nature is unlikely to be a part of that. 
 The Centennial offers a lens to understand the changes that were occurring in the 
country in 1876. Issues like black citizenship, debates on the role of the government, 
women’s involvement, and white Southern resistance all demonstrated how 
Reconstruction was changing the nation. There were more demands put on the federal 
government as Americans redefined their understanding of what it could and should do. 
At the same time, industrial capitalism expanded in the Gilded Age, creating incredible 
wealth and bringing new technology while underscoring class divisions and the uneven 
ways in which people experienced its impact. Some resisted these changes, but others 
embraced them, and still others pushed for a greater expansion of rights and worked to 
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harness the power of economics and politics to their vision of fulfilling the promises 
made in the Declaration of Independence.  
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